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ABSTRACT •.
The present work docs not fellow the traditional 
way which favours a historical approach to the subject. 
Its nain ain is to shed just sufficient light on Egyp­
tian drama to show the correlation and interaction 
between Egyptian drana and society. Histcrical plays, 
which nay possess, as a phenomenon, a general social 
significance, have be^n excluded because they do not 
conform to this criterion* Neither do the purely 
"intellectual' plays e„s a group come within the scope of 
the work, though individual examples, if socially signi­
ficant, have been dealt with in some detail*
The criterion according to which plays have been 
selected and included is their individual significance 
which is always difficult to assess independently from 
other plays of the same author. It is with regard to 
this fact as well as to insuperable chronolcgice.l 
difficulties, which often make it impossible to trace 
the originator of a trend, that the material was arranged 
not according to trends, but to individual playwrights. 
The same consideration justifies the prominent position 
accorded to Tawfiq. al Hakim, who has made so many revolu- 
ticnasy experiments in the field of drama. Moreover, an 
arrangement according to trends would have resulted in 
the omission of many significant plays which for one 
reason or another, do not form part of a specific trend.
( Ll >
In dealing with the individual play, the contents 
have always been given, either in form of a short synopsis, 
or of a longer summary interwoven with snatches of dialogue 
and preceded or followed by an analysis of the types and 
characters and on evaluation of the merits of the play in 
question whenever it was deemed necessary. Should the 
manner in which the thread of the action is occasionally 
followed seem, at times, too meticulous, it may be 
justified by the endeavour to convey the atmosphere.
h thorough treatment of the problem of originality 
and outside influence, which seemed very tempting, would 
have required too much space and has been strictly limited, 
as it represents the task of another thesis.
The introduction to the thesis deals with the choice 
of an appropriate title and gives the general outline of 
the work.
Chapter One describes the social, economic and 
political background of modern Egyptian literature.
The conditions of life which prompted and accompanied 
the emergence of drama in contemporary Egypt are fully 
described in Chapter Two, and followed by a brief survey 
of general trends in Egyptian drama in Chapter Three.
Chapter hour is entirely devoted to Tawfiq al Hakim's 
conception of equilibrium, exemplified, in Chapter Five, 
by three typical instances.
(5)
Chapter Six and Chapter Seven* are a
treatment of the change in social values, and the
reconciliatory attitude towards social strife^ £\s
reflected in the drama .of the same playwright*
Chapter Eight deals with the conservative approach
as represented by Malimud Taymur.«
Chapter Nine contains ‘the treatment of selected 
revolutionary plays by Nu’man 'Ashur.
Chapter Ten is a treatment of Fathi-Radwan1 s 
political and symbolic plays.
Chapter Eleven dea.ls with two selected plays by 
Yusul es -Siba'i.
Chapter Twelve is a. thorough treatment of drama 
and political unrest; it contains selected plays 
representing the call to ”Look Back in Anger” # as 
reflected in post-revolutionary drama*
Chapter Thirteen and Fourteen show the reaction to 
the political drama in selected plays by Rashad Rushdi 
and fAbdul Rahman esh-Sharqawi#
The conclusions arrived at are summed up and briefly 
discussed in the final chapter#
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IhTkODUCfluk :
The title ” Drama and society in Contemporary Egypt ;i 
is deliberately chosen to exclude misleading conceptions, 
elusive titles such as 5i contemporary Egyptian drama ,f may 
suggest something which has never existed in reality. The 
isolated attempts of ,dimad ghawoi, at the turn of the nine­
teenth century, to call a kind of poetical drama into being 
were due less to the needs of his time than to his personal 
genius and ambitions, and were, therefore, not continued.
Jrama as on original and creative movement is not 
observable in ngypt until the hirst Jorld far. It emerged 
as a result end concerntent of the economic, social and 
cultural activities which shaped the life of contemporary 
Egypt. full survey of social, economic end political 
conditions in modern Egypt provides a sound background of 
contemporary Egyptian literature in general, and is 
urgently needed to show correlations and interaction betwee 
the drama and the society in question. This, however, must 
not be hampered by any ideological conceptions on the 
marxist pattern to the effect that it is -the methods of 
production in material life1* that determine the character 
of its “'social, political and spiritual process". Though 
it is undeniable that a people's culture takes its colour 
irom the prevailing economic order, the influence of the 
economic factor, though powerful and ever-present, must 
not be overrated.
( s )
Lefore 1952, Tawfiq al Hakim and JHalimud Taymur were 
the only tv;o playwrights of distinction in the field of 
social-purpose drama. The former who unceasingly brings 
promises to fulfilment, is seen working in this field 
virtually alone. His plays require a through study, as the 
continuity and consistency of Egyptian drama can most 
easily be traced in his works. The year 1952 - a major 
turning point in the history of modern Egypt - provides 
the strong impulse for veritable outburst of dramatic 
production. Hu'man 1Ashur deflects the traditional drama 
with some success in the direction of the popular theatre 
whose leader he consequently becomes. The preoccupation 
with the political aspect of the national life became so 
strong that it relegated most other considerations into 
the background: “Look back in anger"' was a cry which found 
expression in a large number of political plays.
If viewed more closely, drama is found to play, in 
the nineteen fifties, a remarkable role in Egyptian 
national life. Lew playwrights prove bolder and more 
ambitious, novelists such as Yusuf es Siba'i, Yusuf Idris 
and 'Abdul An hn an esh Shareawi joined the ranks of 
dramatists. The impact of Western drama, especially avent 
garde, on playwrights and audience begins now to be fully 
felt, i.ot only do names like Ibsen, Pirandello, Sartre and 
Ionesco assume a wide and almost compelling significance,
(but many other prominent names in the western and Eastern 
drama are heard oi by many for the first tine. Plays 
representing different trends and ideologies roach the 
general public not only through the necessarily United 
possibilities of the stage, but also through the twin media 
of the radio and television, the radius of which is comparab­
ly wider. The immediate, pleasant reaction is easy to trace 
in many plays written, in the late nineteen fifties, by 
playwrights such as Tawfiq al Hakim, lathi dadwan, rashad 
Aushdi and even in the work of other writers who arc seen, 
until then, preoccupied with the political aspect of the 
national life. The significance of dashad dushdi lies in 
the fact that he has removed,_as it were, the dust that was 
still rising from the political theatre, helping to pave 
the way for the symbolic drama which is based on a serious 
study of society. By I960, the prevailing attention to 
political plays is no longer noticeable, and the political 
theatre is 'seen fading away.
B j_ S i.1 on. ^ n d  o  g r . o  u . i i x  e .
nociv-.l strife seems to be one of thj main problems 
which concerned Egyptian playwrights from the very beginning. 
Parallel with the development of social consciousness and 
the spread of education, the conflict between the classes, 
v/hich had been latent before, became acute in the late 
ninteon tv/cnties. The iluslim Brotherhood - formed in 1928 -* 
saw the solution of social arobiems in a .nislim society
c 11 )
v/liose government, conforming to Islamic principles, would 
bring about the solution of all evil in every field, social, 
moral or spiritual. Their preaching could only intensify 
social strife, as no positive solution was likely to be 
o j. j. e r e c. •
In their disappointment with destern democracy, which 
resulted in a general loss of faith in the ideals and 
principles it advocated, the Egyptian people, the middle 
class and workers in particular, begin to view other ideolog­
ies with increasing spinathy. The nineteen thirties, the 
years of ideological confusion, saw the birth of many groups 
with extremist left tendencies, which attracted not only 
the working classes, but also, with growing speed, the 
intellectuals of every description. The foundation of the 
iiuslim Brotherhood and hisr al hatah coincided with the 
failure of the 'jafd party which, initially a progressive 
party, had become subservient to feudalist circles and 
degenerated into a tool in the hands of profiteers, 
surprisingly enough, the governments representing feudalism 
and capitalism made 110 attempt to check these tendencies 
by any real social reform, probably because they were too 
confident in their own power, The king who had the opport­
unity to wield absolute power and was able to dismiss and 
appoint any government and dissolve any parliament at will, 
made no move to interfere either. Gradually the conflict 
between the nicldle and upmor classes increased, but had not
( 1 2 )
yet reached its climax. The political agitations in the 
thirties and forties give proofs that it was too late to 
stop the avalanche. Although study of dramatic literature 
in this period is needed to show the playwright’s reaction 
to the main events and ideologies of the time.
By the end of the second World War social strife 
reached its utmost intense point. The workers employed by 
the British forces in Military bases on auxiliary services 
were comparatively well paid and were in possession of 
considerable sums of money while the war lasted. However, 
when the war was over , the country had no employment to 
offer them thus laying them open to the influence of left 
extremists. The wish to overthrow the existing social and 
political system became both more powerful and more 
general. This is obvious in many novels written at the 
time. One of the characters of Nagib NahfiiS’s ZuqaqL ul 
Midaq ( 194*7)> the scene of which is a working class area, 
speaks openly about the desirability of revolution.But this 
is by no means the only manifestation of the new spirit 
in literature. When ex-king Farouk returned to Cairo from 
a pleasure trip to the island of Capri , the left wing Misr 
al Fatah showed a huge photograph of a starving totally 
emaciated group of people with the caption : This is your 
people, Sire. Revolutionary ideas were voiced more and more 
frequently from the press. The two prominent figures working
(1). F.Mahfuz,Zuqaq al Midasqj Al Kitabal Zahabi 1954,p.225
13 _
in the field, at the time, Tawfiq al Hakim and Malpnud Taymur 
are known for their sound understanding of the requirements 
of dramatic art e9 they never used direct expression. One 
expects, therefore , to find their reaction to this life on 
different levels, either in figurative expression or 
symbolism.
It is an indisputable fact that the class conflict 
was intensified mostly by natural ambition of the middle 
class for a share in the power and wealth. There is, however 
the misleading idea that the economically dominant class 
exercises a great influence on drama in particular, a form 
of censorship which may shift the emphasis from defects 
charasteristic of this class. That the Egyptian upper class 
had very limited influence on non-economic activities is
\n
undeniable, but the case of the drama things can be slightly 
different.
It should be borne in mind that the middle class has 
always been able to direct or rather influence the mass 
media. Although on occasions factions arose with different 
views on aims and methods, the class as a whole recognised 
a need for the evolution of one class ideology. If one 
considers the writings on different levels at this period, 
one finds two attitudes prominent t Attacking the economic 
and political conditions which produced the people’s three 
enemies - poverty, ignorance, and disease - on the one hand,
( 14 )
and criticising social-and psychological defects which 
affected the Egyptian character and prevented the people 
from achieving a. real progressive development on the other.
However, one is not inclined to accept the idea that 
Eg yptian drama was written by bourgeois writers for the 
bourgeoisis, not only because the term "bourgeoisis” cannot 
accurately be applied to a group in Egyptian society which 
does not conform to the pattern bfethe He stern European 
class system , but because the real class division was almost 
between aliens and Ergyptians. Even those who had managed 
to penetrate the aristocracy did not join in its total 
separation from the majority of the Egyptian people.
Social Theory.
Assuming that the 1919 revolution represents the
starting-point of contemporary Egyptian literature, the
social theories to be considered must fall within the period
between 1919 and the present day. One must bear in nind that
after the 1919 devolution and the declaration of independence
in 1922, Egypt ha,d a constitutional, government, but not full 
e
sovreignty, and this was what the people of the country- 
set out to achieve. But in their social theories, economists 
and sociologists on the country farled to produce a general 
formula, The ruling system was, until 1952, a, combination 
of monarchy, feudalism and capitalism, but basic changes 
of that system were not even envisaged before the appearance 
on politica.l scene, of the Muslim Brotherhood. The la/ttor
(15)
thought that the social problems could be solved by idealistic
philanthropic means, ice*, by individual generosity? they
wanted to carry out reforms within the framework of Islamic
law which presupposes a high level of morality and leavds
most decisions to individual conscience,, They did not propose
a practical solution to the problems of social injustice..
That is why they were considered a religious society, in
the conventional meaning of the word, rather than a political
partyc In the early nineteen forties, the majority of the 
*trntelliLgensia believed that the Brotherhood had contributed 
no more than emotional slogans.
Paring and after the Second World War, the feeling of 
unrest intensified, but not even the leaders of 1952 
Revolution thought in social terms„ The six principles 
declared, in IS52, "wore not a complete theory’1, and the 
new social formula did not emerge until I960,
Y\ O
However, a change and a cons:* dor.able. #phenenon occured 
in Egypt at the time. In the normal order of things, soc!"1 
changes take place and are then mirrored in literature *
What happened here was the reverse. The literary treatment 
of socialist reform preceded its realization in actual liferc 
Lit era, dire abandoned difficult psychological problems in 
favour of straightforward social themes .The exponents of 
this tendency, in the novel , are Naglb Mahfuz and 'Abdul 
Rahman esh Sharqavi whose social, mature works appeared in
(1) The Charter* , pp. 6 - 7
(16)
•the 1940’s and the early 1950’s respectively.
Nagib Mahfuz who, in the 1930’s, showed interest in 
• •
historical novels with an indirect reference to contemporary
0 )political problems, abandoned politics in favour of social 
problems. But the stress was even here on the psychological
< \ s  (>t?cX ( j .  | __
the/.individual. As to ’Abdul Rahman esh Sharqawi, he gives
preference to collective problems, e.g. the struggle of a
whole village against feudalism in "Al Ard" (The Land).The
*
pla,ys written before, during and after the Second World War, 
evinced an approach which can be described as a Socialist 
one. A thorough study of these plays will,therefore, be 
very necessary. After 1956, when there was a social theory 
in existence, the playwright’s approach to the problems of 
class conflict, a basic and recurrent theme of Egyptian 
literature, is to be considered together with its social and 
ideological significances. There is, for instance, the 
reconciliatory altitude of Tawfiq al Hakim, which advocates 
the possibility of a. settlement through understanding, love 
and forgiveness. Opposed to this is the attitude of Nu’ipan 
’Ashur, who rejects the idea of reconciliation, and insists
(1) It is believed that "RadubiV which describes the ancient 
Egyptian struggle against the foreign occupation of the 
Hyksos, establishing a parallel with Egypt’s political 
struggle against the occupying power in the 20th. century.
(2) This is obvious in the characters of Zuqe.q ul Midaq, 
Bidaya wa Nihaya, even in his masterpiece1^ ! Thulatiyya"
(17)
on absolute isolation of the upper class. Each of these 
attitude has its social and ideological significances 
and indicates the change in the social theory which ha.s 
taken place.
Drama, and Self-critism.
Self-criticism became a remarkable trend in Egyptian 
literature immediately after the breakdown of the consti­
tutional system in 1924. Lutfi es Sayyid was the first to 
throw light upon the maladies of Egyptian society at the 
time. In some of his essays, he demonstrated the necessity 
of self-criticism by exposing social defects and forces 
of decay working in the society. This trend is also 
reflected in the writing of other reformers, which led, 
later, to what may be regarded as a development towards 
critical realism.
To mention but one, passivity has been one of the 
major social defects which have influenced the modern 
Egyptian personality and is still controlling the attitude 
and behaviour of individuals of a certain kind. This 
passivity has been inherited from circumstances in absolute 
Monarchies, and it had been hoped that the constitutional 
system resulting from the National Revolution (1919) would 
free the Egyptian community from its passivity towards 
all deeds initialed by the Government, But the quick 
collapse of that revolution ha.d an a.dverse influence on
( 13 )
the generation which witnessed the failure of constitut­
ional governments to identify themselves with the hopes 
of the -Egyptian people for a better life, free from the 
chains of exploitation and underdevelopment. "The intell­
ectual and political disarray acting and reacting on 
each other atomized society into a chaos of individuals, 
each living for himself". The character of Aamal in
rtaglb nalifuz's Bain al Oasrain, Qasr al Shawo and Al 
• • • •
.buldcariyya, who is said to be the portrait of the author 
himself, analyzes the impact of these events on the minds 
and hearts of the intelligentsia. ICamal's passive 
attitude towards current events, and even towards his 
own problems,condemned him to a life of spiritual and 
intellectual loneliness, and immersion in abstract 
philosophy. The character of Quwayya in ParId abu Hadid's 
Azhar al Shawk penetrates the other side of life in 
feudal society where the people lose the desire to 
struggle and in consecuence lose their sanity. The 
development of drama towards critical realism should be 
dealt with in some detail.
jjram and Politics :
There are special reasons why public attention was 
sharply focused on the fallen regime after the 1952
(1) Gamal Ahmed: The Intellectual origin of Egyptian 
nationalism,
(2) K U L C/ltte V<\5 h
( 19 )
lievolution. The history of the pro--r evolutionary era
contains sm.±i c r erio _loasons ror c iis an . ror me mart
played by political themes in the literary* output of the
nineteen fifties in general and in or;ana in particular.
The failures of the past accentuated the wish to bring
to light the"enemies of the people" who secured the lion's
share of agricultural air. industrial profits, and who
were guilty of social injustice and political humiliation.
This made the whole f alien regime the target of attacks.
The aspects and significance of the political play
are to be discussed in some detail. There is, however,
the question of tracing the motives which promoted the
political trend immediately after tho 1952 devolution.
The thought that it might all have been inspired from
above will, unavoidably, occur first, for the efforts of
the revolutionary order to create a uniform climate of
opinion undeniably led to the attempt to control the
mass media, Also the system of prizes for the most
prominent publication, including drama, seons to support
this assumption, however, plausible 0.0 this assumption
appears, it simply does not hold in the case of the bull;
of drama in question, for there is ample evidence to
suggest that the prizes went to plays which were purely 
-In­
artistic . Also the theatres always ive more attention
(1) iTu'man 1 Ashur1 s The people at the Bottom was the first 
to g rb the annual prize of tho ministry of national 
Guidance.
( 20 )
to plays which have no direct political approach.
a
The second assumption is that it is question of a 
phenomenon analogous to the French "Litterature Angagee" *
What speaks in favour of this is that Egyptian critics, 
among then TaJha Hussein, showed a greater interest in this 
attitude long before the revolution.
Whatever the case may be, the only definite connection 
with the revolution was that it created the conditions in 
which that political drama could develop freely. The 
large number of plays with apparent political tendency 
owes its existence to these conditions.
Another fact which deserves attention is that most 
playwrights have written plays with an either indirect c:c 
direct political message. As to playwrights who have 
never written any, such as Rashad Rushdi, they belong to 
a group which entered the examatic field when the high 
tide of this political trend has already subsided.
Moreover, the reaction against political orientation was 
so strong that almost all Egyptian playwrights turned, in 
the early nineteen sixties, to symbolism and social 
criticism. This phenomenon will be dealt with in detail.
The difficulty of pinpointing political play writers 
should be appreciated, because most of them had made a good 
contribution in the field of social-purpose drama.. This 
will, inevitably, make an exe.ct classification of playwrights
( 2 1  )
almost impossible.
However, it will be necessary to attempt to provide 
the answer for at least one important question:Can plays 
of primarily political content be included under the 
heading of social-purpose drama? It is a fact that a 
social-purpose play has as one of its alms to shake and 
help to destroy the foundation of a dece.dent order, values 
and ideologies, in order to replace them with new ones. 
These plays, exposing social relations under an opposite 
order, fulfil therefore this definition, or are at least 
on the border line of it. The subject matter of these plays 
in their essentials will be discussed from the view point 
with which this thesis is concerned.
The Strength of Rea.ction :
However, the conditions which prompted the political 
trend did not stop playwrights’ repeated attempts to 
remove the theatre from the political arena. The success 
of Tawfiq al Hakim's Al Sultan ul Hair encouraged other 
playwrights^ new experiments^ and to find new 
means of expression. The audience apprecieled so much the 
figurative approa.ch of this play that it ha.d obviously 
gone a long way, since the time when Tawfiq al Hakim 
considered it unfit to understand serious plays. The 
theatre had , undoubtedly, rea.ched the point al which the 
ability of the audience to relish and responded to purely
( 22 )
symbolic plays had also become a fact. The increasing 
number of Western plays influenced both playwrights and 
playgoers. These plays, translated, provided with long 
introductions and published on a large scale, had so much 
effect that even before the Egyptians became familiar with 
Ionesco's theatre of the absurd, Al Hakim’s'Ya Tali' esh- 
Shagara had an immense success, obviously because it 
indicated a. step in the right direction away from natural­
ism. By this masterpiece, the tendency towards symbolism 
and folklore themes became more visible.
The symbolic approach indicates, in fact, a sound
understanding of the requirements of the present-airy
Egyptian theatre. Presumably, this new trend, with its
obvious tendency to reconcile folklore and literature,
may help to resolve the theatrical crisis which seemed to
be inevitable at a time when the young generation of
playwrights contented themselves with the social and
political facts in pre-revolutionary society. It is a fact
that folklore could suply rich theatrical subjects which
lie* on the boundary between the realistic and the non-
realistic, also symbolism, with its exaggeration of action,
may :I push the theatre bevond tho intermediate zone which
- 1-
is neither theatre nor literaturen.
(i) cf • Frederick Lumley: Trends in 20th Century Drama.; 1961; 
p. 11-7.
( 23 )
However, Tawfiq al Hakim's reference to Beckett and
Ionesco, among otherss, as representative of the non-
- 1-
realistic trend in Western drama, may lead to mis­
interpretation. Beckett and Ionesco are known to some
critics as representatives of a developing school for 
- 2-
pessimism. Presumably the years of crisis, defeat and 
the overthrow of established principles and conduct, 
followed by the hollowness of the post-war years had 
provoked pessimism as was reflected in the work of 
certain European playwrights. This was the case with
-3-
Germany after the First World War. But nothing of the 
kind had happened in Egypt. Everything was a confirmat­
ion of optimism, especially at the time when the non- 
realistic approach had found its way into the Egyptian 
theatre.
The question of Western influence is, however, 
unavoidable in this particular case. In the early 
nineteen twenties, when the noil-realistic trend appeared 
in a few clays by Alfred, Jean Cocteau and Marcel 
Ashard, Tawfiq al Hakim was in France and, as he himself
(1) cf. Fc Lumely; Trends in 20th Century Drama; 
v.pp.138; 151.
(2) Ya Tali' esh Bhagara; p. 11-
(3) F. Lumley;op. cit. p. 140
(4)
( 24 )
confesses, felt deeply affected by the new trend.
However, "the kind of drama fashionable at the time
- 1-  n
was based entirely on reason". Thus he fel under the
spell of "modernism" and wrote his first three intell­
ectual plays. But when he went again to franee (1959- 
1960), he found that the non-realistic trend has 
established itself", and that he was no longer able 
to resist the temptation. The Egyptian folklore which, 
he claims, knew non-realism centuries before,suplied 
him with the subject and the title of his non- 
realistic play, Ya Tali’ esh Shagara.
It seems that what matters very much in this 
context is the form, not the content. [Exaggeration is 
the essential characteristic of non-realism, or the 
so-called "Theatre of the Absurd"; Ionesco's first 
rejection of the established theatre at the time was 
motivated by the claim that its world was an exaggerat­
ion of reality, but when he saw his play "La Cantatrice 
Chauve" performed, he became convinced that, far from 
exaggerating too much, it did not exaggerate enough, 
and that it was essential to exaggerate still further
T
- 2“
to the natural limits of the theatre. He also claimed
(1) Ya Tali' esh Shagara; introduction;pp.10;13*
(2) ibid. pp. 15;19.
(3) F. Lumley; Trends in 20th Century Drama;pp.146- 
147.
( 25 )
that he wanted to be "an objective witness of his own
subjectivity, to portray the world as it appeared to him
- 1-
as sincerely as possible”, this is also the characteristic
of the Egyptian non-realistic drama, which "take refuge
in illogical events and ways of expression to portray and
—2—
reflect actual life”. One is inclined to accept the 
Western influence as an undeniable fact in the case of
the non-realistic trend, though it is also a fact that
it was motivated and prompted by the strength of the 
reaction caused by the political play.
Finally, there will be the question of over enthusiast­
ic critics who tend to bestow on everything that has been 
written after 1552 the term "literature of the revolution”, 
perhaps assuming that, by so doing, they confer on it 
additional praise. Although one has to agree that the 
thoughts and ideas the plays express/^ .' and the trend by 
which they are influenced are radical and revolutionary, 
and centre on demands for changes and reform, it would 
be erroneous to accept them all as an expression of post- 
revolutionary process and conditions of life. Taha Hussein
-3-
was the first to point to this error of generalization.
It is undeniable that these plays appeal to a society
(O v. F. tumle*/jTptends in 20th Century Dram;p. 14-7, and 
Eugene Ionesco Plays;p.vii; John Calder;London;1960.
(2) T. ill Hakim; Ya Tali’ esh Shagara; p. 15
(5) cf. T. Hussein; Alwan; Dar al 'Ilm; Beirut 1960; 
pp.148;64
( 26 )
which has been formed by the processes of life under the 
monarchy, and whose conscience strongly rejects the 
corruption and social injustice resulting from the feudal 
order. They were written with an audience in mind whose 
thoughts and feelings had roots in the last three agitated 
decades of the monarchy, and must, therefore, be considered 
a part and extension of the literary output of the pre­
revolutionary era.
Thus, it would be premature to expect from the drama 
of the nineteen fifties an accurate portrayal of the full 
impact of the events of the revolution. However, the 
experiences of the revolution were later to achieve 
literary fruition by providing new themes and situations 
and more freedom in handling subjects which had been 
practically taboo before, though they had not been put to 
full, literary use before 1960. By then, the social 
content was no longer limited by the means of expression 
or the receptivity of the audience.
In an attempt to explain the reasons behind the 
dearth of the literary production in the first three or 
four years after the 1952 Revolution, Taha Hussein 
recalls a similar phenomenon in the early Islamic period- 
which followed on the "Islamic Revolution". He also 
recalls the decline of French literature in the decades 
following the French Revolution, and is inclined to
( 27 )
consider the scarcity and relatively low standard of
literary production an unavoidable consequence of any
social upheaval. ‘The literature which emerges during the
revolution' ho argues, 'either obeys its original instance,
so that it becomes a link v/ith the older literature, or
attempts to conform to (the principles of) the revolution;
preaches and propagates it. In times of revolution, v/hen
some are full of aspiration and ambitions, and others are
full of fears and caution, men of letters are hesitant.
The people are preoccupied with what happens and what is
expected to happen and what the happenings will lead to.
Also literature, especially in modern times, derives its
strength from unrestrained freedom, but freedom is
temporarily limited by events surrounding the revolution
whether people like it or not. Literature struggles for
freedom before the revolution becomes a fact ... but during
the revolution it cannot oppose it, ... since the
.revolution is its product and its fruit, and only delays
freedom to release it later on. Thus,, you can expect the
the literature of the revolution from a later generation.
What wo have nowadays is revolutionary literature, not the
literature of revolution, and there is a great difference 
- 1 -
between the two- .
(1) cf. Taha Hussein; 3£hisam wa Naqd;2nd ed.1960; Dar al 
’Ilm; Beirut;pp. 158;64
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One must agree that the direct approach adopted by 
some playwrights, during the period in question, was by 
no means an advantage from the viewpoint of artistic 
merit. With a few exceptions, the plays closely asso­
ciated with political corruption under the old regime 
were neither more nor less than a "lock back in anger"
to the days of the playwright’s unhappy youth.
- 2-
The Problem of Language;
The fact that the Arabs possess two languages of 
which one is the language of writing, and the other the 
language of conversation, has created a very difficult 
problem for both writers and critics. The first langua­
ge has been known to all educated Arabs in their dif­
ferent countries in ancient and modern times, and the 
other, the spoken language, differs from one country 
to another, and from one time to another. Before the 
onset of the Arab Renaissance the written language 
was exclusively classical Arabic, even in the periods 
of literary decline, e.g. under the Ottoman Turks and 
the Mamelukes when both form and Content of literature 
was determined in the eyes of critics by its refined 
classical language. This had been acceptable when the 
bulk of Arabic literature consisted of essays and 
articles on the one hand, and poetry on the other.How-
(2) The problem of "Form and Content" is dealt with 
m^re exclusively in another work by the author, 
v. Trends Towards Realism in Contemporary Egyptian Novel,
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and approach. The dialogue in a play or a novel is said 
to be badly expended if it is in classical Arabic, for 
the simple reason that this is not spoken in reality.
After the 1919 Revolution, two modes of approach
developed : The new generation of writers i.e.Mahmud
Taymur, Zaki Tulaimat, Ibrahim al Masri, Tahir Lashln• . .
and others held fast to Egyptian dialect, while tradi­
tion-bound writers insisted on the use of classical 
Arabic. The feelings and ideas resulting from the 
revolution advocated the use of Egyptian dialect in an 
attempt to achieve local nationalism and an independent 
personality. To quote Mahmud Taymur s "This was to 
comply with the national aspirations of the time. In 
the opinion of the young generation, colloquial langu­
age was the main feature of personality, an aspect of 
nationalism and a proof of independence. Also we wel­
comed the idea of writing in Egyptian dialect to express 
our own circumstances, environment and social life.
What supported our viewpoint was that the literary 
style of the classical Arabic of the time seemed to be 
overloaded with rhetoric, beautifying metaphors^and 
similes, which led to lifeless and unactive styles.
The modern argument is that when a story is put 
on the stage where its characters can be heard talking 
it will help to create the right atmosphere and attain
(l)v.M.Bin al-Shirif; Adab Mahmud Taymur; p. 61
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the effect intended if the characters speak as they are 
accustomed to in their public and private life. The 
antithesis is that plays written in dialects or collo­
quial language can only be acceptable on the stage of 
the country they were written for, but not in other 
countries, and that regionalism in literature, even a 
regional theatre, may constitute a real danger for the 
future of a united Arab culture.
Language is no problem for historical and intellec 
-tual drama. In the field of the social-purpose play, 
many attempts have been made to find a solution to the 
problem of language, or rather to solve the supposed 
contradiction between classical style and realistic 
performance, and yet no final solution has been found. 
However, one must stress the fact that almost all 
Egyptian playwrights are aware of the intricacy of the 
problem, Mahmud Taymur used to write his plays, one 
version in classical Arabic and another version in 
colloquial and publish the two versions in one volume. 
He then turned once and for all to classical Arabic.
As for Tawfiq al Hakim, it seems that he believes 
that the classical language is not adequate for modern 
social plays. In the introduction of one of his latest 
plays, Ya Tali’ esh Shagara, he maintains that "since 
the play is not a realistic one, there will be no need
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for its language to be realistic, and it will be more 
suitable if its unreal events are expressed in an un­
realistic language, namely non-colloquial • However, all 
his plays, except A1 Zaramar, are in classical Arabic.
The simplicity of his style is unique, as everybody can 
understand and relish it. Even his jokes are classical, 
but not uniform, Arabic', a device which seemed theoreti 
-cally impossible. In an attempt to find an " adequate 
theatrical, language ", he wrote one of his social-pur- 
pose-plays, A1 Safqa ( The Deal ), in a language which 
can be read as both classical and colloquial Arabic. 
However, one is inclined to maintain that this attempt 
offered no proper solution of the problem.
T he argument of another playwright, Fathi Radwan,
• o
reflects the confusion and misunderstanding in dealing 
with this problem. In the introduction of the play, 
Shaqqa lil-Igar, he opposes the idea that the audience 
is not in a position to understand and relish plays 
unless they are written in colloquial., and stresses his 
opinion that readers and audiences always appreciated 
pure classical Arabic. 1 It is undoubted fact ", he 
argues, "that all newspapers with a large circulation 
in the last deca.des of the nineteenth century and the 
beginning of the twentieth century, even humourous 
papers, were written in classic Arabic. These news-papers
(1) v. p. "19
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dealt with different subjects, criticising, satirising
and portraying the foibles and defects of individuals
and society, using classical Arabic of the best quality".
"Both the serious drama", he continues, "and the comic
opera flourished well into the nineteen «thirties,
though they were in classical Arabic, and no critic,
no patron or actor ever complained of that". He also
considers the use of colloquial language a crisis, and
ascribes it to the lack of seriousness in Egyptian
society which resulted from the breakdown of the 1919
Revolution. Surprisingly enough, this defence of the
classical language is contained in the introduction to
one of his plays half of which is written in colloquial.
His justification of this is that the colloquial
language has a part to play in the development of the
language and must fulfil it without being despised or
overloaded; " A colloquial language has its own
characteristics, and if any one wants to use it in a
literary work there is no need to make a fuss about
it "• He also tries to find a place for both classical.
and colloquial language by assigning to each its
frontier. The comedy, which deals with everyday problems,
he says, requires the use of colloquial, and it should
therefore^ be_used without_further_ado_._____________
(l)Pathi Radwan; Shaqqe. lil-fgar;Kutub lil-G-ami;1959s
pp.6;12
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There is also the argument of the tradition-bound
critics who insist on the literary quality of drama,as
of any other work of literaturs. One is inclined to
maintain that both literary quality and dramatic
quality have been given an established definition
through the experiences of contemporary playwrights,
and is bound to be acceptable to literary people. This
thesis proposes, therefore, to attempt a study of
an
drama judged as/art, bearing in nind that the use of 
dialects and colloquial language can hardly be 




The Backgroung of Contemporary Egyptian Society
Drama is essentially the product of an environment. 
The difference between the various types of drama which 
make up a vital part of humanity's cultural heritage all 
stem from the difference between the environments which 
inspired them. The factors which shape the environment, 
and its resultant culture, are regional, religious and 
economic, and also connected with the environment's 
previous culture patterns and its development in relation 
other surrounding environments.
The environment which has given birth to contemporary 
Egyptian drama is a society in which diverse and often 
conflicting influences and cultural patterns have come 
into contact. This has led to rapid changes in society, 
and the works of its drama have often been part of a 
process of social experimentation. Contemporary Egyptian 
drama is consequently both critical and forward-looking.
It is clear from these facts that any study of 
contemporary Egyptian drama would be sadly incomplete 
without a study of the environment which produced it. This 
work therefore opens with summary of the main social, 
economic and ideological forces which have made Egypt 
what it is today.
The e22D°lli2 °r<3-er IB •
It is necessary within the scope of this study to
( 3® )
describe some intrinsic aspects of the economic order 
which moulded the basic features of Egyptian society in 
monarchic Egypt. The economic order whose foundations 
wore laid down by Muhamad 1 Ali Pasha after ho came to 
power in ICC5, and which lasted throughout the nineteenth 
and the first half of the twentieth century, was a mixture 
of the economic pattern dominant in the Mamluk and 
Turkish eras and the now pattern which resulted from the 
building up of Iluhamad * Ali1s agricultural monopoly.
This monopoly was broken by Said Pasha and the lands 
..ere redistributed later to members of military and other 
aristocratic strata who thus became the new feudal class 
in Egypt, although one must boar in mind that a largo 
number of these aristocrats were not of Egyptian stock. 
The original plan of Said had been to distribute land to 
the peasants. Those, however, were unable- to safeguard 
their interest and soon fell into the power of the 
dominant class. The net result was the building up of 
large estates, often by means of confidence tricks. This 
was the turning point from the old order which prevailed 
in the middle ages to a feudalist order, out of which an 
embryonic capitalism grew later.
Trade and industrial life underwent a radical 
transformation in the period which is of the greatest 
interest in this context. The inherited economic order
( 37 )
under the Turks made of Egypt an exclusively agricultural 
country* The reasons for this state of things were manifold; 
all the able craftsmen of the country wore conscripted and 
sent to Turin./ proper to contribute to its modernisation. 
The Turkish regime encouraged agricultural activities to 
the detriment of any others, especially as the peasants 
were easy to exploit. In short, the Egyptian was regarded 
as simply a fellah.
However, under Muhamad 'Ali, the Egyptian economy 
took on a new stage. The aim he pursued was the building 
up of the military power of the country, and he subordinat­
ed everything else to this aim. That is why he fostered 
education and industry. Though the newly born industry 
collapsed after his defeat in 184-0, the industrial spirit 
could no longer be suppressed. The period of British 
occupation proved unpropitious for the development of 
industry, for priority was given to a reform plan aiming 
to increase agricultural products mainly cotton, but the 
conditions prevailing during the First World War were a 
congenial home for a more developed industrial plan. The 
modern pattern of industry which now employs more than one 
and quarter million workers, emerged after the 1919 
Revolution when the idea prevailed that political freedom 
is best based on economic independence.
( 38 )
With the emergence of Bank Misr , as well as the 
exigencies of two world wax©, there was a steady 
acceleration in industrialising Egypt and a considerable 
urban proletariat was formed during and after the Second 
World War. But the major growth of the industry was not 
achieved until after the 1932 Revolution.
To all intents and purposes then Egypt had a 
predominantly peasant population exploited by a feudal 
system until shortly before the establishment of the 
Republic. The peculiar characteristic of Egypt throughout 
this period was its division into two radically opposed 
groups •
The first of these groups consisted of the autocracy, 
which can be considered virtually a foreign entity, being 
composed in the early stages of Turks or Turkicised Egyptians. 
Right up to the 1919 Revolution , the aristocracy was alien 
in its culture , outlook , and also its language ; so that 
even the racially-Egyptian elements in it spoke French — 
the language of the salons - and subscribed to The Khedive 
Ismail's theory that Egypt was an outpost of Europe. On the 
other side were ranged what might be termed the Ehyptian 
masses : the workers, peasants and middle class. The latter, 
comprising the merchants , civil servants, ulama and educated 
and professional people in general, identified themselves 
as Egyptians culturally, politically and linguistically.
( 39 )
At first fulfilling a mere passive role, they eventually 
hecajne the backbone of the country, providing its cultural 
and ideological leadership, and influencing the classes above 
and below then. From these above facts, one can observe that 
the conflict was simultaneously one of class, cultural 
identity and , to a great extent, of national identity also.
On occasions when Egyptians climbed the social ladder, 
they generally preserved their identification with their 
people, rather than identifying themselves with the foreign 
aristocracy. As an example of this, Tawfiq al Hakim,despite 
his aristocratic upbringing and Turkish mother , expressed 
the problems and needs of the Egyptian people to whom his 
father belonged. Another aristocrat whose sympathy has been 
with the common people is Mahmud Taymur.
These economic conditions unavoidably affected the 
cultural life of the community. The preponderance of 
agriculture in the economy, the feudalist exploitation, the 
class distinction that split the country in two, and the 
emergence of an urban working cla.ss are all described in 
many plays that are typical of contemporary Egyptian drama.
Historical Forces Behind Contemporary Egypt:
It .is also necessary to outline the fer/ture of contem­
porary Egyptian society with a view to revealing the 
conflicting forces within it , the reaction which these 
forces provoke, and the repeated attempts by the people to 
change the conditions of life around them.
( 40 )
The roots of the modern Egyptian people extend hack 
into an ancient civilization which arose more than 4,000 
years before the advent of Christianity. Thiler ancestors, 
the ancient Egyptians, succeeded in building a civilization 
with its own particular characteristics, and the Egyptian 
people wtill hold fast to some traditions and customs which 
can easily be traced back to their ancestors of Pharaonic 
times. The most important of these characteristics which 
the Egyptians still preserve ( from their ancestors ) is the 
"glorification of power", the characteristic which led the 
ancient Egyptians to de^jfy the Pharaohs and prevented them 
from rebelling against absolute rule.
Likewise the modern Egyptian people preserve traditions 
and customs which can be traced back to Christian 
civilization v^ iich was predominant before Islam and survived 
beyond the Islamic conquest.
Religion, in all eras Pharaonic, Ptolemaic, Roman and 
Christian, was a fundamental force which influenced the 
spiritual, economic and social process of life. It exerted 
a vital influence in all spheres of cultural activity, among 
them literature and art. The pyramida and temples in Egypt 
bear witness to the fact that the Egyptians are by nature a 
religious people. When they were converted to Christianity 
in Roman times, they sincerely tried in spite of all 
perse^ition to spread the principles of their new Fa,ith. 
After her conversion to Islam, Egypt proved a pillar of 
Islamic civiliaztion. The religious tendencies of the
( M  )
Egyptians were abused by native as well as Turkish despots to 
keep then in subjection : "Paradise belongs to the poor 11, 
"One must obey authorities at any cost ", "Rebellion is worse 
than murder" were maxims which lent themselves admirably to 
their purpose. This is why Mohammad 'Abdul and other 
reformers attacked the weakening tendencies, and attempted 
to establish a sound understanding of the precepts of Islam. 
It is evident from the writings of Mohammad * Abdul that 
misunderstanding of religion led to an paralysis of thought. 
Consequently a conflict arose within the ranks of religion 
and within the Sufi orders consisting of seni-educated and 
ignorant people, between enlightened Muslims and the bigots 
who clung to their misinterpretations and bogus traditions*
If one examines current proverbs indicative of society's 
mentality, one observes that the passive side of Islam had 
nearly come to vanquish its more positive side, as an 
inevitable consequence of the form of social system that wa.s 
imposed on Egypt over the centuries.
After the Islamic conquest, there was an increa.se in 
the immigration of Arab tribes into Egypt. These intermingled 
with the Egyptians, and brought to the Egyptian people not 
only the religion of Islam but also mahy Arab traditions 
and customs. Most of these immigrants were assimilated into 
the Egyptian population, while some continued to lead a. 
bedouin way of life. With the passing of time, Egyptian 
society became Arab in religion, language and culture, and
( 42 )
the people's attachment to their Arabdom increased; so 
much that it can justifiably be said that this attachment 
to Arabism is one of the most decisive forces in muulding 
the trend of development in Egyptian society.
It is a familiar phenomenon in history that military
invasion brings in its wake the influence of the conquering
civilization. But the Egyptians managed, throughout the * j
period of the Turkish occupation, to preserve their Arab
identity, and Turkish influence remained confined to certain
limited circles. One must bear in mind that Turkish
civilization did not seek to destroy the roots of Arab
civilization, of which it was an extension. The Turkish
invasion did not affect the Arab identity of Egypt for a
variety of additional reasons 5 in particular since the
Turks, who considered themselves a superior race, did not
mix with the Egyptians except within the narrowest social
limits. Likewise the spirit of snobbishness, and the
political and the economic system Which they impose on
Egypt, enlarged the gap between Arab Egyptian society on one
side and Turkish and Turkicised Egyptian on the other.
Eventually, during the French invasion at the end of the 18th
century, yet another conflicting element was introduced into
Egyptian society, namely that of Western civilization.
( 1 ) This is described clearly in Ta.wfiq al-Hakim's
'Awdat al Ruh, in his portrayal of the conflict between 
the Egyptian peasants and the bedouins, due to latter's 
superiority complex.
( 43 )
The Napoleonic invasion which lasted for only three 
years (1798 - 1801) narked the beginning of Western 
influence in Egypt. This was, however, limited to the 
aristocracy and the intellectual circles s the peasants and 
working classes were not affected by it at least until the 
First World War* They remained, in their life and outlook, 
isolated from the upper classes of the society, for the 
contact between classes was exclusively economic - the lower 
classes worked for the upper without the two sharing any 
other aspect of life in common. Thus the mode of life 
remained unchanged' \in many respects, especially that of the 
peasants and workers.
Under such conditions, the minority of educated people
capable of positive action were in a state of confusion, and
only set themselves the limited object ve of removing foreign
occupation without envisaging other wider social changes,as
can be seen even from Mustafa Kamil’s Nationalism. They wore..
They were not concerned with social injustice or any other 
field of reform.
Nevertheless, one must bean in mind the fact that 
nationalism in that period was basically the sane a s the 
nationalism of Europe during the middle and latter parts of 
the 19th century 5 thatis, it was ethnic in its inspiration. 
The growth of the ideology—state of which contemporary Egypt 
is an example, and to which Ara/b Nationalism is directed by 
its socialist content, is a phenpmenon characteristic of the 
20th cnetury. Thus we could not have expected those pioneer
( 44 )
nationalists to advance a highly developed ideological 
nationalism, although some of the social injustices of their 
tine clearly demanded a radical solution.
Social Conditions. %
During the latter half of the 19th Century tension 
developed between the two civilisations , the Arab-Islamic 
and the Western; the latter first represented by the French. 
But even a large number of educated people adopted a 
conflicting attitude twwards the civilization of the West; 
there wa.s one tendency which welcomed it and another which 
rejected it, looking for guidance to Islamic principles and 
tradition. There were partisans of tradition and partisans 
of Westernization in about even numbers among the well- 
educated Egyptians. This conflict extended, as it is 
expected, to culture and coloured the movement known as 
Karakat al Ba’th ( The renaissance ) v\hich arose in the 
second half of the 19th century. It was expected that the 
pro-Western tendency would get the upper hand as it was new 
and more dynamic, and seemed the more attractive of the two, 
but the Ara.b-Islamic tendency maintained its strength until 
a sort of co—existence between the two cultures materialised.
As an indication of this, we must remember the methods 
used by social and political reformers to arouse the people 
of Egypt in particular, and the Islamic World in general, 
from their medieval mentality. These reformers like Jamal 
ed Din el Afghani, Muhamad Abdul and Qasim Amin , based
( 45 )
their efforts on an appeal to the Islamic, not the Western, 
code of values. Thus when the latter wanted to free Egyptian 
women from the veil, he did not point to the more enviable 
position of their sisters in the Western countries, but 
pointed out that the enslavement of women was contrary to 
the precepts of Islam. This is obvious from his numerous 
quotations from the Qur’an and the Hadith. Further proof 
that the Islamic trend ha.d become stronger is the foundation, 
in the 1928*s, of the Muslim Brotherhood, which disagreed 
with many social aspects of the West , while recognising 
the value of Western science and leaming.
It is not premature to maintain that Egypt ha.s evolve^, 
alter the 1952 Revolution, a. form of socialism that can be 
justified in terms of Islamic principles and is in agreement 
with them. For example , land redistribution is in 
conformity with the Islamic precept that " The land is for 
whoever cultivates it 1 • The state control of na,jor capital 
interest is justified by the law forbidding exploitation and 
usury. This equilibrium of Islamic modernism is a vital 
doctrine of Al-Azhar today. In secula.r writings it is 
examplified in Taha Huscin’s thesis that Islamic traditions 
must be revered and at the same time fed with Western idea.s, 
and in Tawfiq al Hakim’s advocacy of equilibrium between 
Islamic and Western thought. The post-revolutionary Egypt 
is a product of present conditions within the framework of 
an Islamic past, and the Egyptians are not inclined to
( 46 )
differentiate between the component parts of their ideology 
by calling some parts Islamic and others Western.
Another important social force besides religion is that 
of customs and traditions. Some of these were built up as a 
result of the agricultural environment of the Egyptians, 
and the circumstances which they had built up themselves, to 
which they ha,d contributed or been exposed. An additional 
factor was the multitude of people of different racial stocks 
which accumulated in the Nile Valley. All these implanted in 
the Egyptian people a great variety of traditions which still 
exercise an obvious influence over the life of the 
individuals and the aspects of social relations and 
attachments•
As an exaiiple, one may take the vandetta. The 
Egyptians lived throughout their history in an a/tnosphere of 
hostility emanating from many quarters, a.gainst whose raids 
they had to defenjlthemselves continuously 5 and this 
tendency was undoubtedly intensified with the lo.rge scale 
incursions of bedouin tribes. In the play " Ughni al Mawt", 
the song of death, Tawfiq al Hakim portrays the vandetta:
A widow o.sks her son, who is a student at the university, 
to avenge his father’s death. She knows that: his refusal 
means that he has to be killed by his own family, so that 
the next of kin can then pursue the feud. The play itself 
demonstrates that vandetta, cannot be blamed merely on 
ignorance or a conflict of economic interests, but that its 
roots go deeper.
( 47 )
Besides, the Egyptian peasant, because of his 
attachment to the land, can hardly contemplate emigration, 
but ha.s to remain firmly on his native land, as ’ Abdul
Rahman al SharqawJ shows in Al Ard, "The land". The peasant’s
roots in his land are also depicted in Tawfiq al Hakim’s 
Al Safqah, "The deal".f
The deep conservatism of the Egyptians is also one of 
the forces which intensify the conflict between the old and 
the new. This conservatism is exemplified in the wide v  y
variety of clothing worn by the people, the customs of
marriage and burial, and other social attachments. Even when 
an individual crosses a class barrier, he often clings to his 
previous customs. Family tensions often ensue, as in the 
play Al Na.s illi Fuq, The people at the top, where one of 
the sisters has na.rried a pasha, and the other remained in 
the middle class. The social climbing of the pasha’s wife 
clashes with the feelings of her sister, who is content to 
remain where she is.
This then was the society of Egypt with which much
contemporary drama, concerns itself. The surface was ste.gnant, 
in
but/the levels below, reactions were taking pla.ce,producing 
forces that were to erupt and to shatter the surface and 
radically alter Egypt’s appearance. A conflict was 
inevitable, and this conflict provided a fertile source of 
dramatic material, to which this study is devoted.
( 4a )
CHAPTER TWO.
Few Developments in the National Life.
The changes in Egyptian society that have taken place
over the last 100 years grew out of a compulsion to improve
the environmental conditions in which Egyptians lived. The
1 false democracy" of Ismail’s time brought an inevitable
discintent, producing ’ '“Urabi’s revolt’. The foreign
occupation was likewise a powerful stimulant for national
feelings, which were merely temporarily suppressed without
(
being eradicated alter the crushing of TJrabi’s attempt, and 
which grew all the stronger for their suppression. It is 
significant that this period wa.s a time of great increase 
in the strength of national movements.
The First World War naturally intensified political 
thought and activity and still further added impulse to 
Egyptian political consciousness, particularly as a result 
of the world-wide interest shown in the ideas of President 
Woodrow Wilson. The 1919 Revolution was a. natural outcome 
of this accumulated nationalist feeling, and the failure of 
this revolution produced a characteristic phenomenon. Far 
from discouraging nationalist inspiration, frustration 
heightened them even more. In order to appreciate all these 
trends, which exerted a major influence on culturad. life from 
the First World War onwards and inspired much contemporary 
Egyptian drama, it is necessary to trace their growth over
( 49 )
the period during which Egyptian society evolved to its
present state.
At the end of the eighteenth century, Egyptian society
underwent a transformation which was accelerated by the
occurrences surrounding the French invasion ( 1798 - 1801 ).
But at the same tine, as a result of the system of
agricultural noncply imposed by Muhamnad Ali in the first
part of the nineteenth century, changes took place, notably
the growth of feudalism, which introduced certain conditions
which prevented peasants and workers from active
participation in important aspects of national, life. This
delayed the co-operation between the popular base end the 
t
intelligensia,, end for a time limited the activity of the 
latter only to narrow and short-sighted aims.
However, it was not beyond expectation that the 
"Egyptian peoples’ repeated attempts to secure their rights 
might lead to results as conclusive as the French Revolution 
had done, or to a gradual development of constitutional 
reform as ha.ppened in England, had the French invasion not 
crea.ted a gap between Egypt’s past and present. The reign of 
Muhammad Ali’s dynasty, which came after the invasion, 
widened the gap, and it was possible that the people’s 
energies would have been dissipated had the intelligentsia 
not been able to create a cultural revival, which 
precipitated ’Urabi’s movement in the late nineteen «■«*» 
seventies•
: ( 50 )
It is necessary here to stress an important historical 
fact. Although ’Urabi’s revolution was not the first positive 
expression of the people’s consciousness of their conditions 
and their desire for radical change in the political system 
that existed at the tine, it afforded sufficient proof that 
the country was strongly determined to form and support e h  
enlightened national lea.dership that would extricate it from 
the blind alley into which it had been led by absolute 
monarchy. Although no clear ideology had yet emerged, there 
was nevertheless a very strong expression of emotions on a, 
national scale, which led the peasant women of Egypt to give 
awa.y their ornaments for the success of the revolution, and 
made the whole nation serve the revolutionary leaders as 
heroes. The force of these emotions, which inspired the 
wholewheie country to a concerted effort, can be justifiably 
said to have fulfilled the function of an ideology, in being 
the source of considerable literary a,ctivity with a connon 
ground of expression.
Although this revolution failed in its avowed aims, it
we.s not in fact fruitless. For it succeded in changing and
developing the politically-conscious elements, so that the
nationalism underwent a remarkable expansion, with Mustafa
• •
Kamil’s movement and Sa’d Zaghlul’s revolution, culminating 
in the 1952 Revolution.
The effect of these new developments in the national 
life was to raise the people’s national feelings and social 
consciousness, and to strengthen the solidarity of the newly
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energed riiddle class, which formed the main activef body of 
Egyptian society* We agree with ’'Abdul Rahnan er-Rafi’ I 
that ’Urabi’s revolution ” was not only a military revolution 
but also a nationalist one in which all classes participated; 
thus demonstrating that the people had not been defeated by 
the inevitable sequence of events and the inherited 
economical order, or by the social, conditions prevalent 
under Muhamna.d Ali Pasha’s dynasty.
The suggestion that ’Urabi wanted to establish a 
national republic csn h&rdly be talcen as mere individual 
ambition ; for ’Urabi and his group, consisting of educated 
and intelligent people, could identify themselves with the 
aspiration of the people. The educational development which 
flourished at the end of Ismail’s reign enabled a rena.rkable 
number of educated Egyptians to reach the very top of the 
social her^archy, which was occupied by potentates of 
Turkish or foreign extraction, and encoura.ged enlightened 
elements to go further in their attempt to establish the 
national dignity.
The cultural activity, which ha.d been in progress in 
Egyptian life since the second deca.de of the nineteenth 
century, went on developing without being gravely a.ffected 
by the failure of ’Urabi’s revolution. The number of students
(1) M. Abu-hadid, Za’im Misr al-Awal ( Al-Sai'd rOmar Ma.rkh.am 
p • 48
(2) Al-The,wanah al-’Urabiyyah; piVl-
at higher educational institutions increased gradually, and 
the National University of Cairo, was founded in 1908. The 
foundation of the first nodern university in Egypt, which 
indicated a developed understanding of the function of 
education, led to a na.jor change in outlook towards education 
and culture a„s a whole, and the following years witnessed 
the gradual expansion of the class of society which is now 
generally termed "intelligentsia". Sons of the fellaheen who 
graduated from the new university, Al Azhar, far al ’Ulun 
and even from secondary schools joined the ranks of the new 
cla,ss of society which was largely responsible for the shape 
of later events. This class, also, produced a number of 
writers of not inconsiderable stature in all fields of 
contemporary Egyptian litera/ture.
Mustafft Kamil* s na/tionaJL movement as well as the 
• •
tribulation of the First World War raised the ma,ssesp? 
political consciousness to the extent that all the strata, 
of society ea.gerly answered the call of Sa’d Za.ghlul to rise 
against the occupying power (1919)•
One can certainly agree with Arnold Kettle that 
successful revolutions effect thorough and revolutionary 
changes not only on the consciousness of the people but also
kO
on their social relations, outlook, philosophy and arts. 
Although the 1919 revolution was not so successful, the 
statement of Kettle applies exa.ctly to this revolution,which 
represents a, turning-point in the history of contemporary 
Egypt.
O )  v .  ; A n  \vTT\t o ikvcA v \ o A W  Gtm<^lisk
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J[bdul Rata021 ol Rafi’T, who nr.intr.ins that "the 1919 
Revolution was not religious or social but political in the 
strict sense of the word", puts the question whether this 
revolution effected the noral outlook of the people or not, 
and on the whole feels that nuch of the effect was harnful. 
"Although the noral attitude, he argues, can be good or bad 
due to other factors unconnected with the revolution, the 
morality of the people in general degenerated after the 
Revolution.... The individual was defeated by a wave of 
opportunism". But he concedes, "The superior intellectual 
level resulted in increased keenness of observation ...".
What * Abdul RaljnfEn al RSfi'T has in mind when he speaks of 
"observation" is that an increasing number of people became 
more interested in social natters than they had ever been 
before, and were soon convinced that unless they were ruled 
by real constitutional government under pure Egyptian 
leadership, the state of social and politica.1 confusion would 
continue indefinitely.
However, even political revolutions never break out of 
a vacuum, and undoubtedly the social development of Egypt
V  ? f  ^  ^  o y A  A \o c v y v  vo a- ^ c v \e  a 'v  " \ Vv*  »-*yv <j w V v . c k  < «^\\ *  A
before the/outbreak of the 1919 Revolution. This social 
/development Often even accelerated by the political and social 
fe.ilure of the revolution. Many influential societies were 
founded and made a remarkable contribution in educational
(1) Arnold Kettle ? An introduction to the English novel? 
p. 35
(2) A. Al-Rafi1 i? Thawnat Samat 1919 ? p
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social, economic and sporting activities. There were
societies for the promotion of the feminist movement which
played an important part in the fight against poverty and
ignorance. Emancipated women such as Hud a Sha’rawi and her
disciples contributed a. great deal to the general awakening
of social, consciousness in the slums of the capital as well
as among the fellaheen*: In the field of economics, "the
logic of the revolution, which insisted 011 the economic
factor, led to an economic development in spite of the
completely passive attitude of the political leadership and
the lack of support on the part of the G-overnnent". The
foundation of Bank Misr with its economic and industrial.
organizations is illustrative of a certain measure of succ<ess„ 
The revolution also initiated the Egyptian Labour 
movement, through which each vocation and profession 
associated in a Trade Union of its own. The workers, the 
majority of whom came from the country, settled in the 
industrial districts and formed a typical proletarian 
milieu which then became the background of many 
social-purpose plays. The rising cost of living made the 
Egyptians, or rather a. remarkable number among their many 
conservative families, accept the unusual spectacle of women 
working for a wage, and women workers appeared on the social 
scene for the first time in the history of modern Egypt.
(1) A. Al-Rafi’i ? Thawrat Sanat 1919 S p
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Proletarian problems arose? the "three enemies of the 
people" raised their heads with the immense increase of 
population, and exacerbated the conflict between the cla.sses. 
Social tension increased, and Communism found a really 
breeding ground in the new proletarian milieu. There was also 
a. labour party which was strongly suppressed by successive 
governments and, quite surprisingly, a royal prince was one 
of its lea,dcrs. This move failed to eliminate elements which 
could become dangerous for the established system, and the 
suppression of the labour party could only add fuel to the 
fire until the whole regime fell in 1952.
’Abdul Rahman al Rafi’i, an authority on modern Egyptian 
history and an eye-witness of the events of the 1919 
Revolution, maintains that the spirit of this revolution 
"manifested itself particularly in the popular sectors".
It is important to specify what he means by the term 
"popular sectors". They are the middle and the working 
classes whose ideology determined the cha.ra.cter of 
contemporary Egyptian society.
It is important to note- that it was the middle cla,ss 
which ma,de the most outstanding contribution to culture in 
contemporary Egypt. One, however, would be shallow enough if 
one accepts the idea that the drama in contemporary Egypt 
has been written by "bourgeois writers for the bourgeois - 
class". Drama as part of"the body of intellectual and 
imaginative work... is always, and necessarily, something
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nore than the product of a single class, ... even with a 
society in which a particular class is dominant, it is 
evidently possible for members of other classes to contribute 
to the common stock, and for such contribution to be 
unaffecxed by or in the opposition to the idea end values of
co
the dominant class.” It is rlso difficult to apply the terms 
"bourgeois-class" to the Egyptian mi Idle class which always 
maintained very close links with the workers and the peasants^ .
Thus, within a comparatively short time, the middle 
class succcded in establishing itself as the class most 
representative of Egyptian society, and wa„s thus in the 
forefront of all its major development. This is best
explained by the fact that the 1952 Revolution was the
expression of the spirit and aspirations of the middle and 
working classes. Being directed age.inst the supremacy of the
economically and politically dominant class which was to all
intents and purposes non-Egyptian, the spirit and 
consciousness of the middle class led it to a.ssert the 
sovreignty of the Egyptian xoeople.
It is important to notice that the inability of the
Egyptian masses to reduce the overwhelming power of the
econonicaOLly dominant class was initially due to their
defective educa/tion and confused ideologies. But the
stcndily increasing number of educated people, who worked
essential changes in all the processes of Egyptian life,
enhanced the ability of the middle and working classes to 
cl) v . R. Vo \Vv v<3. vt s i Qjvj\ tvv- rx. vs & SaC^ v ^  j V5 * ^  '
( 57 )
play in societ}?- a role similar to that of their Western 
counterparts.
It is a fact that the economic and political system 
in the first part of the twentieth century did not 
materially differ from that of the nineteenth century.
But it must be borne in mind that the new patterns, 
which emerged in the field of industry and commerce,the 
constitutional system and the struggle between 
politicians who now had to find supporters among the 
masses were all in favour of the cultural and social 
development led by the middle class.
To begin with, the competition on the part of the 
middle class was negligible, so that there was, at first 
no open conflict. But gradually, after the 1922 
Declaration of Independence, this class managed to obtain 
some of the key positions in the Crovemnent of the 
country. However the means used by politicians were
far from good, and crea,ted what Tawfiq al Hakim calls
u)
" the tendency to personal promotion.”
The 1919 Revolution, being political in the strict 
sense of the word, did not alarm the upper classes of 
the feudalist-capitalist coalition, since they succeded 
in safeguarding their interests and domination through 
holding fast to false democracy and executive power.Since 
it was impossible to suppress the ’’Dangerous movement”,
WoaVc- a\ ?
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they tried to neu.tra.lise it and render it harmless by
becoming its® leaders°9 this is one of the reasons why the
1919 Revolution failed to achieve any basic social reform.
For the upper classes managed to frustrate many repeated
attempts to impose the will of the masses on the governing
class. The feuda„lists and capitalists left the Wafd
party, which was thought to represent the masses, and
consolidated themselves in the so called "Hizb al Ahrar• «
al Dusturiyyin ", the Constitutional liberal Party,whose 
aims were, in fact, totally reactionary. At a later stage 
reactionary elements changed their tactics, infiltrated 
the Wafd Party, and were thus able to emasculate it.
The economic system of the country was thus dominated*/ o
by one class, and remained in this condition until the 
fall of the regime in 1952. The influence of this 
economic fact on the social and spiritual conditions of 
the country is unmistakable. There is a connection 
between the political disappointment which resulted from 
the failure of the revolution and the melancholic mood 
which determined the literary bulk of the 1930®s. Two 
intrinsically melancholic tendencies, escapism and 
tortured romanticism, arc very characteristic of Egyptian 
writings of that period.
When we consider the social changes leading up to 
the 1919 Revolution, the effect of this revolution itself
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and the changes which it brought about, we are led to the 
conclusion that it was tie initiator of the contemporary 
Egyptian society and its dramatic expression ’with which 
this study concerns itself, lor it was at this tine that 
the literary genres of play end novel consolidated 
themselves in their present form. As were the social 
changes of the period, so the literary developments also 
were only in embryonic form prior to 1919? they took firm 
shape only after that time. Thus we are justified in 
concluding that contemporary Egyptian society and 
contemporary Egyptian drama were fully born immediately 
after 1919.
V/ith regard to the effect of the 1952 Revolution on 
Egyptian drama, it is justifiable to say that this has 
not yet been fully felt, and that even the extent to 
which an eflect has taken place is hard to estimate, for 
many themes , even in plays written softer 1952, reflect 
the mentality and values of conscious people in Egypt 
before the revolution. Nevertheless, in the later sta.ges 
it has become obvious that the revolution and the new 
ideology which it produced were having a very profound 
influence on the attitude and way of thinking of 
individuals in society, and this could not help effecting 
their cultural expression.
As an example of the "popLilarization’1 of content,
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let us consider Nufnan vAshur. His play "The people below" 
is a denial of the concept of the social ladder, in which 
the old society had taken a smug pride. Nu’man fAshur 
condemned the idea of climbing to the " top of the 
pyramid, end wished instead to level it out. This more 
radical view of social equality was characteristic of 
post-revolutionary thinking.
It is also interesting that the first impulse of 
writers af^ rer the revolution was to ’’popularize" their 
plays, both in"form" and"content", and to write them in 
Egyptian colloquial Arabic, So strong was this trend that 
even Tawfiq al Hakim, accustomed to writing in classical 
Arabic, attempted to evolve a compromise between classical 
and colloquial speech as in his play " Al Safqah ", The 
Deal.
The plays written within the early period after 1952 
voiced an outspoken discontent with the class problems 
that existed under the monarchy. But with the passing of 
time, plays become less frankly political, and tended to 
develop an attitude of artistic expression, as exemplified 
by Hashad Rushdi.
ITu’nah ’Ashur, in his ” Al Has illi Euq ", the 
people at the top, devastatingly exposes the aristocracy 
as completely decadent and worthless, with no place in 
the new society. Yet in the last line of this play, he
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gives the impression that this natter is closed, that the 
past should he buried and left in peace like Cervantes’ 
hero Don Quixote. This corresponds with Egyptian feeling 
that the former members of the aristocracy can be 
dismissed as no longer dangerous.
Perhaps the greatest contrast between plays written 
before and after the revolution lay in the demands of the 
audience. Before 1952, the public mood was largely 
echoed by the Yusuf hahbT melc—dranas and the bitter 
comments of Nagib al Raihani. But after the revolution 
the public demanded that depth be substituted for bitter­
ness, and also required a profound analysis of the whole 
society rather than an exposure of the problem facing 
individual Dives an a. result of the social environment.
An instance of the more profound attitu.de to drama 
in post-revolutionary society can be found in Rashad 
Rushdi ’s I/u’bat al Hub, The game of love.The playwright 
goes deeply into a serious problem of Egyptian society; 
the emotional immaturity arising from a hypocritical 
attitude towards sexual relati onships. The daughter of 
the family is not emotionally nature because of her 
mother’s and brother’s refusal to accept that she should 
have even the slightest acquaintance with a nan before 
marriage ? neither can the brother be considered a sound 
personality, because society’s acceptance of a. tnan’s
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immorality let him sj ip into adulterous relationships.
It is clear iron the above that throughout this 
period the changes in the society exerted a. powerful 
influence on drama, which was used very much as the 
society’s outlet. Even the nictekfu end the social evil 
of that period can be described a„s beneficial since it.gavo 
rise to a. healthy reaction, which probably found its 
liveliest expression in the drama, of social criticism.
We shall endeavour to trace whether this mood of honest 
criticism in fact produced a constructive social theory.
( 63 )
Chapter Three.
Growth and Development of Drama 
in Contemporary Egypt.
It is my belief that the birth of contemporary 
Egyptian drama came shortly after, and largely as a 
result of the events surrounding the 1919 Revolution. 
There were certainly attempts before that tine to 
bring an Egyptian drama into being, but these produced 
works that were classical both in themes, which were 
ba.sed largely on those of European classical drama., 
and in form, which was bound by mainly classical 
Arabic literary conventions. These works thus did not 
fit into the pattern of contemporary Egyptian drama, 
and it is necessary to make a distinction between the 
pre-1919 poetical drama and the drama written a.fter 
that tine which set the style of dramatic material in 
contemporary Egypt.
Much as might have been expected, the flourishing 
of poetry in the latter part of the 19th century did 
not lead to the emergence of drama in Egypt on a large 
scale. This flourishing of poetry was brought about by 
the spirit of an age of major political development, 
and filled with many notable events, the birth of the 
parliament in 1866, the promulgation of a modern
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constitution in 1879* and as the climax, Urabi’s 
revolution in 1881. Behind the development lies,also, 
a great cultural resurgence stimulated and sustained 
by the return of members of the missions sent to Europe 
by Muhammad ’All and Ismail, as well as by graduates 
of Bar a.l ’ulun and Madrasat al Alsun ; the former of 
these institutes revived the classical heritage of 
Jahili and Islamic literature, while the latter engaged 
in the translation of Western works. From this conta„ct 
of Egyptian men of learning with these two separate 
cultural sources, new patterns began to emerge. This 
led to a considerable increa.se in the learning of the 
art, and humanities, at the same time liberating 
Arabic litere.ry style from rigid conventions accumulated 
over past centuries, and gave a power to the Arabic 
language to describe new conditions. From this influx 
of fresh intellectual material, and from the rebirth 
of the language one might have expected Egyptian drama 
to have emerged a.t the end of the 19th or the beginning 
of the 20th century, but this did not occur. What 
materialized was merely the poetical drama of Ahmad 
Shawqi.
The number of plays written by Ahmad Shawqi, pt 
a.t the turn of the 19th century, are an extension of 
a remarkable movement in Arabic literature in the second
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half of that century of which the leading figure is
Mahmud Sani al Barudi, and which was founded on
ancient Arabic poetry. This movement did not include
drama, since this genre was unknown in classical
Arabic litere.ture ; the main stress was put on the
emotional and political aspects of the tralitional
qaslda,. This poetry was mainly subjective, and the
general situation of the country following the
collapse of the ’Urawbi revolution favoured the
introverted attitude which was nirrorred in the
of
greater part of the poetic output/that tine. This
attitude invaded the poetical drama of Ahmad Shawqi,
where the poet’s own feelings figure prominently to
the almost entire exclusion of characterisation and
plot. Lyrical monologues stretch over pa.ges of this
singular type of drama, and the traditional form of the
qaslda, impressed upon the mind of the poet as the
only admissible poetic form, hampered the dramatic
technique at every step. This is true not only of the
form, but also of the content, which to a great extent
reflects the poet’s individual inspiration and his
ambition to inject the Western genre of poetical drama
into the Arabic framework of the qaolda. Moreover,.
Ahmad Shawqi’s poetical dranas are too isolated a 
phenomenon in Arabic literature to be considered the
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beginning of dramatical development which materialised 
in prose. The conditions for such a development were 
not propitious, and two more decades elapsed before the 
modern Arabic drama., emerged immediately after the 1919 
Revolution.
The bulk of dramatic literature of the 1920vs was,
however, deeply rooted in tin attempts made by the
previous generation not in drama itself, but in novels,
short stories and essays devoted to, or rather greatly
concerned with, social analysis and criticism, which
are, in some of the characteristics, akin to drama,.The
tendency towards social criticism, is represented by
Al Muwailhi ’ s Hadith ’Isa ibn Hisham, Al Manfaluti’s 
• •
Al ’ Abarat, and Haikal ’ s Zainab. Being the product of 
different social conditions, these works were determined 
by the process of life in the early twentieth century; 
they were superficial in their criticism, and only 
evinced sympathy for the poor, attacked fossilized 
traditions, and were philanthropic in their approaches. 
In all that they were harking back to the past.
One of the modern literature’s main characteristics 
is a sensivity to social conditions and a, tendency to 
social criticism. We agree with Dr. Taha Hussain when 
he says that modem Arabic literature, which is one of 
the sources of the contemporary literary revival in
( 67 )
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Egypt, is no exception to this rule. The events in 
Egypt in recent tines which we hrve nentioned above 
intensified this sensitivity end, el though the spirit 
of criticism was essentielly political in expression ? 
it was inevitably extended to the sociel field.
However, literary phenomena do not occur in a 
vacuum, and there are distinct contemporary influences 
of social, political and economic kind. Nor are such 
literary phenomena isolated from other activities 5 
the contemporary dramatic movement is closely linked 
with the modern mood which emerged almost simultaneously 
and is exemplified in the modern mass media. In the 
large number of periodicals and literary magazines, 
and even in the radio, the stress was put on social 
criticism °9 the some was the case with the daily press. 
This had great effect on the prevailing public mood.
One of the most beneficial of these effects was that 
by the constitutional system, a flourishing literary 
revival was in progress.
Egyptian scholars and men of letters engaged in 
never-ending discussions on literary criticism and 
economic, social and political theories ; perhaps for 
the first time in Egyptian history men like Lutfi as 
and Taha Husain began to consider, and even attack,
•  o
(1) Taha Hussein, Iihisam wa NaqcLj. /L4.)__“//
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social defects, and to demand social and political 
reform. This was the starting-point of introspective 
self-criticism, and later led to a remarkable line of 
development in contemporary Egyptian literature which 
put the emphasis on "critical, realism".
The repeated attempts to raise the political and 
social consciousness of the people resulted in an 
actual change in the national character5 the complete 
abolition of the veil and the emancipation of women 
produced an entirely new type of Egyptian woman,and 
gradually the people became aware of the fact that they 
ought to be masters in their own land and of their 
national destiny. Although the 1919 Revolution was 
economically and socially unsuccessful, it was 
successful in that it awakened national consciousness 
and helped to create the new process of life which 
urged a large number of playwrights, novelists and 
political leaders to identify themselves with the 
people’s aspirations.
If one is permitted to leave aside the two plays 
written, about 1920, by Muhammad Taynur, Al^Usfur fi 
al-Afa„s and fAbdel-Sattar Effendy, one can see that 
two playwrights who proved to be major figures of the 
new type of Egyptian Drama, Tawfiq al Hakim , who showed
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great enthusiasm for the theatre and wrote, in 1919t
his first critical comedy, Al Daif al Thaqil ( The
oppressive ;gucst ), a pleasant conudy in tune with the
taste exemplified by Muhammad, was known for a long
time as the novelist who wrote 1 Awdat al Ruh, * Us fur
0 •
min al Sharq and Yawmiyyat ITalb fil Aryan. Mahmud
Taymur has been mainly concerned with short stories
and novels, and has drawn much of his inspiration, as
did others in the litera.ry movement, from French and
Rus s i an wr i t e r s.
The Vogue of Grecian Themes.
Being under the spell of G-reck drama and the
influence of his classical studies in Paris, Tawfiq
al Ha.kim adopted, in the late 1920’s, the idea that
the newly born Egyptian drama ought to be based on,
or re/ther linked with the traditions of Greek drama.
For him Mestcrn playwrights had been able to lay down
the founde/tion of drama in modern times because of
<A)
their wide knowledge of Greek drama.
Tawfiq al Hakim’s first attempt in this direction 
was the play Oedipus. But was the basis of Greek 
tragedy, the belief that man’s destiny is ruled by 
mal evo1ent e xt e rnal forces, c onpati b1e wi th I us 1im 
thought ?
(1) Tawfiq al-Hakim 5 
-
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The principles on which Islamic society has been 
based do not admit of the assumption of an evil fate 
which dominates humanity. Thus an essential fa.cct of 
the tra.gic sense is lacking. ’Izz ed Din Ismail 
attributes the previous absence of daran in Arabic 
literature to this. ' In evidence he quotes the 
story of fAbdul Muttalib who was required to sacrifice 
his son * Abdullah ( the Prophet’s father ), and 
finally ’Abdullah’s life was spared by drawing lots, 
and camels were sacrificed in his stead. ’Izz ed Din 
Isma’il points to this stoiy as fine material for a 
tra.gedy which the Arabs had never used owing to their 
lack of the tragic sense. (3)
It is undeniable that ’Izz ed Dim Isna’il has 
made a valid observation, and that the tra.gic sense of 
Greek classical drama is irreconcilable with Islamic 
values. But this - not to say that there is no place 
for tra.gedy in the Islamic cultural heritage. For there 
may be another basis to tragedy besides the Greek 
belief in a. malevolent fate s the selfishness and 
weadoiess of man and his unwillingness to follow God’s 
law, for example. This is perfectly acceptable to the 
Muslim frame of mind, and the history of Islam a.bounds
(I) Cf. Al-Masrah al Falsaf i , Ph. D., Thesis, 1959 *
(faculty of Arts.
Ain Shams University, first chapter.
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with such themes which provide excellent tragic 
material. Indeed this sort of approach has been 
developed to some extent by the Shi’is in their 
Muharran plays on the death of Al-Husain. It should be 
possible for tragedies to be constructed within the 
framework of Islam’s traditional values, from themes 
such as the crucifixation of Al Hallaj, the life of 
the mad Fatinad al Hakim, or the story of the Manluks^ 
puppet ’Abbas id Caliph who died on his pathetic 
expedition to recapture Baghdad after the Mongol 
invasion.
Furthermore, it is impossible that the Arabs, 
with their very turbulent history, should be totally 
lacking in any form of tragic sense. The mystery goes 
deeper than this. Uhy did the Arabs, who were perfectly 
familiar with all aspects of Greek culture, reject 
drama as a whole until very recent times ? They 
developed all other spheres of Greek culture, and their 
society was as well equipped as that of Greece and 
Rone for the production of drama. This is a question in 
which there is great scope for future research. The 
assumption that the Arabs lacked the tragic sense is 
thus questionable, and it is relevant here to re­
examine and to re-define the whole concept of tragedy.
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In ny view, tragedy is an art fora designed to 
stir up the audience’s emotion to an extreme pitch, 
to achieve this, the tragedian uses the means that ere 
often far-fetched, and elements in his plot that are 
unrelated to the realities of life, since his sole 
purpose is to attain an extreme of feeling, regardless 
of realistic considerations. The aim of the tre.gedien, 
in rousing this feeling may he to demonstrate man’s 
incompetence and defeatism, and his subjection to 
destructive forces °9 whether external, as the Greek 
supernatural e.gencies, or internal, as the human 
emotions in certain tragedies of the European classical 
period. But, in all cases, he satisfies something in 
his audience arising from man’s condition of defeatism 
or lack of understanding. The appeal of tragedy to 
the public is that it provides an escape from a, sense 
of responsibility. Fate is a very convenient excuse 
for human weeltness, and human beings have an element 
of wishing to sec someone more unfortunate than them­
selves. Thus the tragedian finds it easier to create 
a comirimion between himself and his audience than does 
the author of comedy or the modern type of drama - 
often a nixteire of tra.gic and comic elements - since 
the audience possesses the tragis sense in a latent 
form, and he needs only to heighten it. This tragic
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sense is what gives classical tragedies a sort of 
immortality.
When we consider this, we gain a new insight into 
the reason for the decline of European tre.gedy to the 
point of senility in the twentieth century. At this tine 
the people of Europe were at the zenith of their power 
and self confidence. Their development of science and 
their material strength na.de them feel masters of their 
own destiny, and removed their inclination for tra.gedy 
in the traditional form. In a society where self- 
confidence is high and the people feel that they are 
in control of their future, tragedy can find little or 
no response, for the mood of thought and action is 
unpropitious. In other words, tragedy died at the 
beginning of the 20tli century before the First World 
War, because of the prevailing mood of positivity. At 
present, while individuals often appreciate classical 
tragedies, there is 110 demand by society for conventional 
playwrights.
When we cone to the question why Arabic literature 
did not produce tragedy, we can discount three causes 
that some critics have suggested for this fact. The 
first is the Bedouin way of life, since draxia did not
(4 ) In his valuable book, "The Playwright and thinker 
Eric Bentley mentions this fact, but no attempt 
is made to explain it. See p * U7
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appear even in the Unayyad and Abbas id times, when the 
Arabs had built up a developed urban civilization. 
Likewise we nay discount Arab rejection of the values 
of tragedy on the grounds of principle, since the 
Arabs also wrote no comedy. Thirdly, it is an error to 
maintain that religion actively prevented the emergence 
of tra.gedy, since there was no form of censorship in 
Abbasid times, and men were free to write even 
un-Islanic doctrines gleaned from Greek philosophy.
This lca,ds us to reconsider the assumption of the 
Arab lack of tragic sense, in a new light. V/e must 
consider this in the terms of two main periods. The 
Arab of the Jahiliyya. period, although a pa.gem, had a 
very different attitude from that of the ancient Greek. 
The pagan Arab did not- really take their Gods very 
seriously and had little or no sense of continuous 
divine interference in human life which was so 
characteristic of the Greek attitude. Likewise they 
gave little thought to an afterlife and took death 
lightly, holding that it was an honourable tiling to be 
killed in battle for the glory of one’s tribe or in 
defence of one’s honour and dignity. Finally the Bedouin 
was and still As, a. man of action, conscious of his 
own strength, virility and self-sufficiency. The idea 
that he was not responsible for his own actions, or did
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been
not control his destiny, would have/repugnant to his 
concept of nuruwwa ( manliness ).
These characteristics of positiveness and action 
were modified and strengthened by the rise of Islam.
The Arabs, and Muslins in general, were infused with 
a spirit of OPTIMISM, and a sense of responsibility 
for the ethics of their deeds. The nobility attached 
to martyrdom prevented fear of death, and beyond death 
lay a higher life for the true believer. There was 
little room here, evidently, for the Greek type of 
tragic sense.
However, Greek drama did not produce only tragedy 
but also comedy. The latter type of drama is the 
product of a. more developed state of society than the 
former, since its basis is critical rather than 
emotional and it has its roots in political and social 
consciousness. Greek society was particularly suited 
to this, since it had developed in a democratic form, 
and each individual was accustomed to consider matters 
relating to government and society his legitimate field 
of concern. Consequently, the spirit of criticism was 
widespread.
Conditions in Arab society were rather different. 
In Jahili times, it was both anarchic and tribal.
There was an intense .■ spirit of individualism which,
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however, bee me submerged, when expedient, in the will 
of the coiarrunity• The Arab was conpletcly free as long 
as he did not violate the standards of his community, 
in which event he would bee one a social outcast. Thus 
social criticisn would have been irrelevent. After the 
rise of Ision, nuch of this basic nentality remained, 
except that the tribal community was replaced, though 
not permanently, by the larger community of Isi on.After 
the rise of dynastic systems the conducjr of affairs lay 
in the hands of one nan, the Caliph, and it would have 
been highly improper for citizens to attempt public 
criticism. Indeed, it became accepted by society at that 
time that politics was no business of the ordinary man. 
In such a society, any idem that were expressed found 
their outlet through the preacher rather than the writer 
of tragedy or comedy.
It is the G-reek citizen’s participation in all 
socia.1 and political affairs that made the emergence 
and popularity of comedy natural, whereas the Arab 
worked hard to wait until conditions within it had 
changed to the point where social criticism was 
produced. Then comedy cane forth, and drama, in 
contemporary Arabic literature contains elements of both 
c onedy an d tragedy.
It is aldo relevant to add that the tine of the
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birth of drama in contemporary Egypt was one of 
rising political and social consciousness and the 
prevailing mood was realism. Also the modern type of 
drama, with its combination of tragic and comic 
elements was doubtless more suitable than the pure 
comedy or tragedy of Greece. Thus, it was not 
specifically a lack of tragic, sense which prevented 
the Arabs from developing drama earlier, but rather a 
combination of factors in the character and development 
of their society.
The assumption that the basis of Greek classical 
drama is irreconcilable with the values of Islamic 
communities can, however, be traced in Tawfiq el Hakim’s 
interpretation of Oedipus’ tragedy which is entirely 
coloured by his Islamic mentality. The malevolence 
of fate, the supernatural interference which leads nan 
to ruin,has been eliminated, and all the events Prc 
occa.sioned by a typically human agency s Teresias,who 
wishes to replace a hereditary monarchy with a king of 
his choice, suggests to Phillip’s mind that he will die 
by his son’s hand. There is no Olympian inspiration 
for this prophecy, but only an everyday mortal motive 
of political theory. This motive is to prove the 
dominance of a human being’s will. Phillip heeds the 
warning, and tries to dispose off  his son, who is spared
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by the shepherd intended to kill hin. But the son
Oedipus returns to disoever his origin, thus
introducing an unseen factor in Teresias’s pirns. By
this means, A1 Hakim demonstrates that human will has
ike
power within a limited circle enclosed by all-embracing 
will of G-od. OediiDus also meets a lion, not a 
miraculous animal as in Sophocles* version. He then 
kills his father, marries his mother and takes over 
the throne with the aid of Teresian* consxoiracy, 
without the latter knowing his real identity. Oedipus 
is in turn overthrown later by Teresian . Tawfiq. .al 
Hakim* s treatment of Oedirms is concerned only with 
human argents the events enfold as a result of a 
commonplace political 'plot, without any external 
interference, other than the coincidence of Oedi'pus* 
return.
Int e11ectual Drama.
Playwrights and novelists turned, in the late 
1920*s and 1930*s, from the values created by the 
"unholy alliance of feudalism and capitalism" and took 
refuge in 1 the ivory tower " of contemplation or 
imagination, handling abstract subjects or writing 
romantic and historical novels. This tendency nearly 
killed the draxia which had flourished in the 1920* s.
The difficulties of putting the intellectual drama
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on the stage were immense at the tine.(l). The theatre 
survived in this period due to the commercial plays, 
some of which even possessed considerable worth and 
wore to some extent, instrumental in moulding the 
Egyptian character. This escapist tendency, one might 
say, is comparable to French trends between 1830 and 
1850, which are considered a reaction to conditions 
similar to those existing in Egypt in the early 1930’s.
It is necessary to notice that it is not only my 
intention here to deal with intellectual drama in great 
detail, since this task lias been most ably and fully 
performed earlier by ’Izz ed Din Isma’il ~ I shall only 
consider in so fan as it is necessary within the scope 
of this study of drama and society in contemporary 
Egypt.
Tawfiq al Hakim, the representative of the 
intellectual drama in Egypt, began his literary 
career during the First World War, as a playwright 
with social interest. His two earlier plays Ad Daif 
ath Thaqil, the Opperssive guest, ( 1918-19), and
(1) In this book, Fi al Adab el Misry el Mu’asir,
Prof.Al Qutt makes a full analysis of Tawfiq al 
Hakim’s iliellectual plays. In his opinion,these 
plays are unsuitable from the point of view of 
acting. Se his study p.p
( = ) Al Masrah al Falsafi Ph.D.,Thesis 1959
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al Mar-ah al G-adidah, the New Woman ( 1923-24) - are 
deeply involved in social situations, and even his 
*Awdat ur Ruh, the Return of the Spirit, (1927),though 
it expresses his first romantic feelings and ideas 
preserved during his Bohemian life in Paris, is a good 
achievment in the field of the social novel. He, 
however, turned his back on social problems or, as he 
himself says, left the atmosphere of national problems 
behind to go ahead to the wider horizon of Man. This 
was in 1928, the yean whose events showed the failure 
of constitutional governments, and foreshadowed the 
impending democratic crisis in Egypt.
Tawfiq al Hakim thus turned to the intellectual 
drama, and wrote Ahlul Kahf ( The sleepers in the cave) 
Shahrazad, Al Khuruj nin al Jannah ( Exodux from 
Paradise ) and Nahr ul Junun ( The Stream of Madness). 
One must bear in mind th; t this was a.bout the time when 
cinema invaded Egypt and created conditions which were 
unpropitious for the thea.tre. It is known that the 
cinema a-ffected drama in ' estern countries where the 
theatre had already established itself and taken deep 
root in Western society. (1) . This may sustain a. 
conclusion that the growth of the intellectual drama.
(1) Eric Bentley ; The playwright and Thinker $ P.9
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can also be linked with the difficulties which were 
facing the theatre in Egypt at the tine.
It is important to maintain that Al Hakim’s 
decision, in the years round 1930, to leave behind 
social-purpose drama and devote himself to the 
intellectual drama was partly influenced by his 
contact with European works of this nature ( Ibsen, 
Pirandell and Shaw ), and partly also by conditions 
in his own social environment in Egypt. It is possible 
to accuse him of escapism in that he oftun uses 
symbolism or allegory in his work 5 nevertheless,this 
change can only be justified if the plots of his
dranelic work are in fact irrelevant to the problems 
of his society. Where symbolism or allegory is used 
to express a fact of everyday life it can hardly be 
called escapism. On the contrary, it is deeply 
involved in the realities of the mundane.
If we analyse deeply the ideological questions 
forcing Egypt and the content of Al Hakim’s 
intellectual plays, we find an important correlation 
between them. As an example, we may take his play 
Ahlul Kahf, the stciy of the "seven” sleepers. This 
ha.s been misinterpreted as a philosophical 
dissertion on the concept of time. In fact it is a. 
play with a "message", designed to lift the people of
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Egypt out of their disastrous habit of dwelling in the 
past? a tendency which Al Hakim considered far more 
dangerous than a mere fruitless nostalgia, for he felt 
that it was leading his country to national suicide. 
Brisca, the girl whc buried herself alive with 
Mishilina, the nan fron the past whom she loved is, to 
Tawfiq al Hakim, the symbol of fruitlessness of the 
mood from which his compatriots were suffering. There 
is a similar motive in the play ShahrazaxL $ to arouse 
the Egyptians out of their habit of day dreaming and 
to make then adopt a realistic approach.For Shaliriyar, 
in his inability to cone to terms with reality, 
completely falls as a nan. Nahr ul Junun, which should 
be included in his intellectual plays, is typical of 
many of Al Hakim’s plays in that it presents a moral 
on more than one level, through symbolism. A good king 
dreams that black snakes emerge from the river which 
runs through his kingdom. The soothsayers interpret 
this as meaning that a. curse has been placed on the 
river, and all who drink from it become insane. In a 
short time, every one in the country, except the king 
and his prime minister, have drunk from the river.The 
popula.ee, in their me,dncss, are deluded thal they are 
sane and that it is the king and the prime minister 
who have lost their reason. Finally these two men
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conclude in a dialogue that reason is a fe„culty juged
by the yardstick of the society in which they live,
and that their only solution is to drink the water also.
“vtae
Al Hakin wrote this play in 1930* s, the tine when 
Egyptian society wa.s sunk in a nood of despair and 
escapism. The dilemma which he presents here is that 
of the Egyptian intellectuals, the men of sound mind 
in a. society/ that has lost its reason. Should they 
give up atruggle to guide society, and submerge 
themselves in the lethal mood which they are opposing, 
as the king and the prime minister did ?
There is also a message on a deeper level, which 
applies to humanity as a whole. In the occult 
symbolism which Al Hakin uses so effevtively, the 
river of snakes is the Qliphoth of the QabbaJ.a, the 
infernal regions of the human nind.(l) . The power of 
evil holds sway in the life of this world, and man has 
not succeded in overcoming it. Should a nan of high 
morality be rigid in his resistance to it ? Or should 
he give way to the insidiousness of evil, because it 
is normal and dominant in the society to which he 
belongs.
One is bound to explain why this study is devoted 
in very great detail to the work of Tawfiq al Hakim.
It is because he is the most outstanding playwright 
(1). V. Jung i Psychology and Alchemy  ^Vol. 12.P
( 84 )
of contemporary Egypt and surpasses all others in the 
depth and variety of his ideas and themes. He has had 
a more decisive influence on life and habits of thought 
among the modern Egyptians, and has achieved this very 
largely through what he calls his concept of equilibrium 
to which we shall now devote our attention.




His concept of equilibrium.
Tlure is sufficient evidence that Tawfiq al Hakin, 
in handling intellectual and social themes, follows a 
certain concept which stresses the necessity of what he 
terms "equilibrium"in lifc . (Al-T aduliyya.) .This concept 
springs, or rather, is sustained by a common ground that 
he shares with the majority of contemporary Egyptian 
thinkers, especially those who are aware of the major 
change resulting from tin impact be tv/e on West and East. 
The poise and ccnscicusness with which Al Hakin confronts 
the problems of our ago derives from his intermediate 
position between the two civilizations as well as from 
his strong belief in equilibrium, and deep knowledge 
of what are, and what are not, fundamentals•
The fact that Tawfiq al Hakim’s literary output is 
affected and even determined by the principle of equi­
librium is easily observable and sometimes quite 
obvious in his earlier works • Later he formulated this 
concept in a critical work under the title of A1-.
T’adul£yah ( Equilibrium), This is by no means a. per­
sonal tendency? it stems from the orientation of 
Eastern society in general, and of Islamic society in 
particular, from which ho derives his deeply rooted 
belief in the supernatural, and which established a
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perfect equilibrium between the spiritual and the material,
The belief in the supernatural world and its active 
participation in the events of this world was deeply 
rooted in pre-Islamic Egypt , and was not abolished ,but 
kept in bounds after the advent of Islam. In the Qur'an 
itself , angels intervene in conflicts and battles. King 
Solomon's magic ring which gave him power over the Jinn 
has become a part of a Muslim's belief , and has remained 
the motive of thousands of folk-tales which are, even 
nowadays , implicitly believed by a large section of the 
publico Magic 9 alchemy , and conjuring practices as 
represented in the Arabian Nights were typical of the mental 
attitude of oriental society until the early twentieth 
century , and against them the Muslim Ulama 7as well 
as q 'fner thinkers conducted a long struggle.
Beside this attitude towards the supernatural , 
there' is the rationalist one which , being at the other 
extreme , is entirely different from that of the early 
Muslims , and contends that what cannot be proved by 
reasoning does not exist , so that it would be futile 
to be overmuch concerned about it. Consequently, the 
usual logical methods are applied to problems like 
the existence? of God. This attitude emerges over and 
over in  the 1930's , especially among the youth , 
whenever conditions are propitious , and has led to
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atheism and agnosticism. This excessive rationalist 
attitude led certain groups , such as the Muslim 
Brotherhood , to reject Western civilisation or , at 
least , to adopt a hostile attitude towards it . More 
enlightened groups hold to both Eastern and Western 
civilizations. They are also aware of the fact that 
equilibrium is about to be thrown out of balance by 
the continued impact of Y/estern civilisation which may tip 
the scale in favour of materialism.
For Tawfiq al Hakim , the more urgent duty was to 
restore the equilibrium between the world of reality 
and the world of dreams in which the oriental mind used 
to live and revel. Shahrazad , one of his earlier plays, 
is a serious attempt in that direction. It begins at 
the end of the final night of the Arabian Nights, which 
symbolises , to the playwright , the world of dreams.
Thus King Shahriyar is led to the line where the world 
of dreams ends and the path of reality begins and left 
there to find the way for himself. But Shahriyar loses 
touch with reality , suspended as he is , in Shahrazad's 
words , between heaven and earth , and it is obvious that 
his failure is due to his inability to establish an 
equilibrium between the two worlds ? the world of reality 
and the world of dreams. It is interesting to observe 
the comparison of Shahriyar and Shahrazad with another
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two modern characters. In the play * (Anan f , whose 
events and characters are from contemporary Egyptian 
society , ' *Anan * the heorine is dominated by the 
character of the other ' Anan f who lived in the 
9 Abbasid * ora , and tries to make her husband an 
artist. The efforts of the two wives succeed although 
the result is hardly a happy one , for in * Anan's ’ 
case, her husband takes to a monkish existence , while 
Shahriyar ceases to be a reasonable man , or rather 
loses the substantial characteristics of balanced human 
beings. Tawfiq al Hakim's intention here is to show the 
necessity of a sense of proportion and an equilibrium 
in actual life.
A further extension of Tawfiq al Hakim's tendency 
towards equilibrium is his advocacy that it be applied 
between mind and heart ; by the latter he means the 
instinctive and emotional promptings towards a solution. 
This idea, is noticeable throughout Al Hakim's work from 
the very beginning. * Awdat al Run contains long 
passages , almost amounting to essays on the importance 
of the " heart " , which ej?e very characteristic of this 
novel. It was during his stay in Prance that he realised 
the need for a balance , as can be seen from his work 
' (Usfur min al Sharq , 1 A Bird from the East " , which
stresses the conflict of the ideas of East and West.
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Even in ono of his latest plays, Ash wall a 1-Sal am,
(The Thorns of Peace), he believes that "the way to peace 
is in the heart". Likewise ho is inclined to think that 
"reasonable justifications are sometimes the thorns that 
stab the heart, and causes disturbance to its tranquility, 
for the intellect doubts, and when one doubts, he loses 
the half of the heart which ho wishes to gain; the intell­
ect becomes timorous, and ono would not meet those whom
~2~
he loves while he fears them.
The play "Sulayman al-Raklm" also concerns itself with 
the question of equilibrium. This time between the material 
and the spiritual. The playwright demonstrates that the 
material cannot dominate the spiritual, for Solomon uses 
all the material power at his command to conquer the heart 
of Balkis and fails, in exactly the same degree in which 
Qamar fails to win Shahrazad through the purely spiritual 
power of love, neither the material nor the spiritual 
aspect is effective by itself: only when t'ney are combined 
can success be achieved. The failure of the hero to attain 
this form of equilibrium is also brought out in some other 
plays which approach the central problem from different 
directions.
— p —
In his latest play Ya Tali1 esh-Shagara, (Thou Who
Art Climbing the Tree), Taflq al hakim places the emphasis,
in more than one context, on the idea that intellect alone
(1) Ashwak al-Salam;p.76 (2) ibid. p. 78.
(5) Published in 1962.
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has its limitations, and is not able to provide the answer 
to all problems. For him, tho existence of transcendental 
things "must be felt and guessed rather than discovered", 
and it would be useless to resort,in the inquiry,to ordin­
ary logical methods of deduction and induction. This 
equilibrium between intellect and instinct is essentially 
a more accurate reflection of Islamic doctrine, which 
commands its followers to look into their conscience if 
intellect does not provide an answer. This also corresponds 
to the Islamic concept of tho harmonious working of 
intellect with divine revelation.
However, the play approaches the problem of equilib­
rium from the opposite direction to that used in Al Hakinfe 
earlier works. While his aim in "Shahrazad" was to awaken 
the mind of the Arab nation from its drugged obsession 
with the world of dreams, he now attempts to reverse the 
process. Tho Arabs were by now so drastically awakened that 
they might become obsessed with materialism, an equally 
dangerous extreme. Thus, Al Hakim strives to reawaken in 
his audience a consciousness of the supernatural and the 
world of dreams.
This he does by revealing some of the hidden recesses 
of the human mind - a region hitherto so unexplored that 
scientists have only Just begun to grapple with the vital
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task of differentiating between the scientific truth and 
superstition, - and wanting people to realise that within 
the symbolism of alchemy, for example , lies a profound 
psychological validity. This play is therefore an attempt 
to restore the equilibrium , and to readjust a pendulum 
that has swung too far. In the epilogue to this play ,
Al Hakim says : " Man’s behaviour in this world is very 
strange. He always asks and expects a definite answer to 
every- question. If the universe remains silent and does 
not provide the answer , he will be entitled to think 
that it lacks sense and purpose. He wants to have the 
world destroyed unless he is given a frank answer, but 
the world is destroyed only in his eyes , for it remains
as it was , saying nothing , though it says everything ,!.
- 2-
In "_Isis " , he gives an able illustration of the 
relevance of equilibrium by posing some bold and 
prominent questions concerning the human predicament :
What is the future of humanity ? Is it in rising to the 
purity of angels or in remaining human 5 in struggling 
to find an equilibrium between idealism and realism , 
and in emerging from this equilibrium with a nobler aim 
and better life ? Do lofty aims materialise on earth,
( 1 ) Ya Yatali' esh Shagara; p.25 
( 2 ) Published in the late 1950's.
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among humanity , through human means ? Is the difference 
between men and angels that the angels know only one fact 
of existence 5 idealism , whereas men know two things ? 
idealism and realism , and cannot detach themselves from 
reality while going towards a higher ideal ? What are the 
responsibility and message of the writer as a thinker ?
Is it to hold fast to idealism , as Mastas does f or to 
hold fast to realism as Thuth is finally induced to do ?
In the play itself , the measure of success of the three 
main characters is their ability to find the right balance. 
Mastas , the idealist who maintains that action must 
proceed according to right and justice , fails in the 
same degree as his adversary who professes the principle 
that the end justifies the means. Only Isis who observes 
just the right mixture of theory and practice , idealism 
and realism , succeds in attaining her objective. The 
necessity of equilibrium comes out from the question :
What should Isis have done to secure her son’s right ? 
Should she have done what she did ( gaining the help of 
Shaikh al Balad in a conspiracy to induce Tyfun to accept 
the people’s judgment ) or should she have held fast to 
her husband’s idealism and principles , and exposed her 
son to the danger of defeat ?
These questions reveal what Al Hakim means by 
equilibrium in this context. At the same time he does not
( 94 )
answer any one of then directly , hut leaves the audience 
to ponder on then • His concept of equilibrium is explicit 
in his works as a whole. For hin , Man can reconcile 
eternal and external paradoxes into equilibrium alone.
In nany of his social-purpose plays , Tawfiq al Hakin 
also attaches great importance to this principle of 
equilibrium. For example , in Al Aidi ai Na’inah 
( soft hands ) , he has two themes of equilibrium running 
parallel to each other : equilibrium between social 
classes that are in conflict , and between what is 
theoretical and what is practical. For hin , the solution 
of class difficulties can be realised through 
reconciliation rather than struggle for the aristocracy 
are simply human beings , whose arrogance and other 
failings are caused not by deliberate malice, but by 
misunderstanding of the lower classes. In this play 
the Prince , by nixing with the common people, cones 
to understand then and appreciate their virtues. At the 
sane tine , his personal, practical experiences give hin 
an insight into society which would be completely 
lacking in a nan whose knowledge was purely theoretical. 
This enlightened attitude is also attained by the Prince’s 
two daughters , one of whom marries an engineer of 
"peasant1 stock. The fact that they share in common 
a progressive and revolutionary outlook enables then
C 95 )
to fom a. happy partnership. The ex-princess , by 
casting off mistaken ideas of her upbringing , shows 
through her tolerence the way to bridge the gap and 
create equilibrium between social classes.
We may ask ourselves now , Is Tawfiq al Hakim’s 
concept of equilibrium valid ? Viewed in the context 
of the Islaxiic mind , it is undoubtedly so, for Islam in 
its original form is essentially a doctrine of 
equilibrium. Muslins are commanded to give their 
al tention to this world and the next , and are promised 
rewards in both. After the ideal of human love in the 
teaching of Christianity , Islam restored equilibrium 
by the doctrine that allowed war only as a defensive 
measure. The theory of equilibrium is also recognised 
by the human race as a whole , in expressions like 
"moderation in all things" , or the "happy medium" or 
the "golden mean". Like many great thinkers before 
him, Tawfiq al Hakim reminds us of something which 




Three Typical Instances of Equilibrium.
Tawfiq al Hakim’s concept of equilibrium , whifch 
has been already discussed in detail , affects not only 
his choice of theme and dramatic figures , but also his 
approach to the chosen subject , influencing his handling 
of plot and character more or less perceptibly in the 
direction of his philosophical orientation.
This manner of treatment is distinctly observable 
in the following three plays which though published and 
performed at different times form an entity as seen from 
the viewpoint of literary criticism.
The first two plays , Isis and As Sultan ul Hair , 
are political , but are not similar to the bulk of 
dramatic political production of that time in that they 
are not realistic but figurative, and the solution 
arrived at has not merely an individual and temporary, 
but a general and eternal validity. The third , Ta_tali’ 
l^h^shagarah, which represents the advent of non-realism 
in contemporary Egyptian drama , is a very successful 
attempt to inject new blood into theatre.
In 1 Isis ” the contrast is between idealism and ^  
not so much realism as expediency in political 
nanoeuvering. Al Hakim believes in the freedom of choice, 
and the decision lies with the masses , the people , an
idea which is , in its essence , denocratic. It is by 
democratic means that the balance between excesses of 
realism and idealism must be established if the solution 
is to be viable*
The play ’'Isis1 makes its most obvious impact on 
questions of political morality , hut within Tawfiq 
al Hakim’s concept of ” equilibrium M • Osiris , the 
scientist and philanthropist , devotes his energies to 
inventions that vail help humanity* The political tasks, 
which his position as king imposes on hin , he is prepared 
to leave to his brother Tayfun. The latter takes 
advantage of this by collecting around hin a band of 
conspirators , usurping Osiris’s power, and killing him*
With the force of evil in political control of the 
country , the side of right is faced with a moral decline 
Whether to use completely irreproachable methods in 
overthrov/ing Tayfun , or to fight evil with its own 
methods , basically , whether the end justifies the 
means* Thuth , the artist , at first does not wish to 
become embroiled in this question , but eventually has to 
make a decision , and becomes entirely involved. By 
this ? Tawfiq al Hakim illustrates one of his most 
important doctrines , namely that the artist cannot help 
taking a stand on the major issues facing his community ,
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and playing a major part in settling them. Thuth reveals
his earlier feelings in a dialogue with Mastas another
artist , and declares that he does not wish to help the
peasant women who want him to find a solution to their
-  2. -
problems and stand with them against " Shaikh al Balad 11.
Mastafc s Are you pleased with what Shaikh al Balad is 
doing, Thuth ?
Thuth : That is none of our business. Let us join our
friends and amuse the people in the market with 
our pipese
Mastat : The people in the market do not need our flutes 
They need our help.
Thuth 2 I am not a magician , I am an artist. My art 
is magic , but they do not want to understand 
that. To them every one who uses a pen is a 
magician.
(1) The myth says that Tayfun accomplished his crime in 
the following manner : he ha„d a box made into which 
Osiris1s body fitted exactly. By promising to give 
the box to the man who fitted exactly inside it, he 
lured Osiris into it, shut the lid and threw the box 
into the Nile. But his wife , Isis , could bring 
him back to life by means of her magic power. In 
Tawfiq al Hakim’s play , Osiris was rescued by 
sailors and sold as slave to a foreign king , but 
Isis found him after a long search , and brought him 
back to Egypt. There he was finally found , killed 
and dismembered by Tayfun's men.
(2) The position of Shaikh al Balad is similar to that of 
of the Prime Minister in a modern state*
( 100 )
Mastat : They are right,
Thuth : What do you say ?
Mastat : Every one who uses a pen is a magician. Why
- 1-
should this not be so ?
By this subsidiary theme , Tawfiq al Hakin shows that 
the artist is a miracle worker , and that the power of the 
pen is magical in quality. The playwright emphasises this 
idea by another subtle insinuation when Isis , who said 
" I an all that was , is , and will be , and no mortal has
yet drawn hack my veil " , removes her veil before Thuth,
the artist , thus demonstrating that only the artist is 
able to grasp the meaning of mythology and the mysteries 
of life.
It is interesting to mention that the playwright , 
who stripped " Oedipus M of its mythical elements, also 
wishes to remove Isis from the world of mythology. In 
ancient Egyptian mythology , Isis appears as a capable 
goddess who uses her magical and supernatural powers to 
bring Osiris back to life , but she appears in the play 
as a human being who fears , loves , feels pain and 
relies on conventional human methods to defend herself 
and her son and avenge her husband’s death. She is really 
no different from the peasant women as she herself says.
In a discussion with Thuth , she tells him that , like 
any mortal in trouble , she will accept help from any
(1) p. 14; 15
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quarter : ” Is there any difference "between me and
other women ? When we women lose thing dear to us we
- 1 -
seek for the miracle wherever it can he found ". But
miracles do not come from outside. The miracle which
- 2-
Isis is seeking for " is already in her heart" as a 
human , not supernaturad , being.
"Tow , Thuth is entirely involved. in the* probleme 
But here a crisis of conscience ensues. Isis is 
prepared to use Tayfun-1 s own methods against hin }  
her loyalty is only to the cause in which she believes, 
but Mastas insists that their methods. must be ethical j 
thus his loyalty is essentially to moral, principles.
In other words r Thuth has- to--chose between'realism , 
represented by- Isis and .idealism , represented by 
Mastas o Thus no sooner has he made the choice of 
participation ; than he is faced with another choice. 
His support of Isis’s view is a victory for realism.
There is an autobiographical admission discernable 
here for Tawfiq, al Hakin 9 whose works in the early 
nineteen thirties indicate that he hesitated between 
the two tendencies conflicting at the time ? Art for 
art’s sake and Art for life, found himself compelled 
to participate in the problems of his society. His 
later embracing of realism enabled him to analyse the 
human situation more deeply.
(1) p. 22. (2) p. 21
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The play also symbolises a number of questions 
that are of concern to contemporary Egyptian society.
For many years 9 reformers in Egypt set about their 
task by peaceful means , without open antagonism to 
established authority , but finally the problems could 
only be resolved by a revolution which was designed and 
carried on by a certain sector of the people. The 
message of the play is that the people alone can decide 
in issues of great importance ? and they must have the 
last word. This is introduced by Shaikh al Balad , 
originally Tayfun's trusted man , whom the idealist 
Mastas does not trust and refuses to work with. When 
Tayfun is about to execute the son of Osiris . Shaikh 
al Balad intervenes and asks for a public trial ? so 
that the people may decidec The people's conduct., durm^, 
the trial r shows that they are worthy of trust , and 
capable of shouldering the whole responsibilityc
The confrontation between good 9 represented by 
Tsis and her son , end evil 7 represented by Tayfun - 
later known as Set5 the god of darkness - is evidence 
that good cannot triumph except with a realistic 
approach* At the trial 9 the people insist on the most 
exhaustive evidence 9 show themselves unwilling to be 
deceived 9 and act generally in a fully responsible 
mannere The final outcome is that the people award the
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throne to Osiris's son 9 while Tayfun flees the country 
unpunished thus demonstrating that although evil nay be 
defeated , it does not cease to be with us.
It is interesting to note that the central content 
of the Osiris myth is a very faniliaj? story that has 
fascinated the human mind since the dawn of history.
The force of evil rebels against the supreme G-od , and 
gains a powerful hold over the human race. The power 
of this satanic force is defeated or banished by the 
"Son of G-od" who comes to earth in order to re-establish 
the Kingdom of Heaven. Whether one agrees with the 
historical accuracy or theological conclusion of this 
concept , one certainly cannot deny its metaphorical 
validity ; for in one form or another , this concept 
has laid its hold on the minds of men in civilizations 
as widely different as those of ancient pagan Egypt and 
the medieval Christian World. It seems , however , that 
the author is more concerned with the human elements 
which the myth implies than with the myth itself. One 
must admit that such an approach is not the best when 
dealing with mythological themes such as Oedipus or 
Isis. Perhaps this is why the author makes it clear 
that his " intention is not to portray life under the 
Pharaohs , or to describe ancient Egyptian beliefs" , 
and that he concerns himself with an attempt " to
present the characters
light 5 and to extract
understood in all ages 
- 1 -  
particular.
( 104 )
of mythology in a new , him an 
its meaning in a context 
, and in the present age in
(1) Isis; p.16^
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ii - Al_Su.lton al Hair.
( The Sultan who was at his wits end )•
This play is an excellent example of the 
correlation between Tawfiq al Hakim's work and the 
problems of Egyptian-soc-iety. at- the~timev - Wfteirtirt's 
play appeared , Egypt had reached a point of decision 
in her post-revolutionary development. Was the country 
to remain under a semi-military government , with 
dictatorial emergency powers , so that what had been 
gained by the revolution should be protected and kept 
under control by the leader ? Or w)riould the path of 
constitutional rule be followed , even though previous 
experiments on these lines had been exploited by 
opportunists and had led to domination by selfish 
politicians ? Enemies of the revolution were still 
numerous , and such a path was an obvious risk , which 
might enta.il the loss of all which the revolution had 
achieved as well as failure to implement future reforms 
Tawfiq al Hakim gives an unequivocal answer to this 
question. By following the rule of law , the Sultan 
risks losing not only his throne but also his liberty 
for he accepts a return to slave status. Yet his decisiu.* 
is unquestionably correct , and the moral victory which 
he gains thereby is far greater than any greatness which 
he would have possessed had he chosen to remain on his
( 106 )
throne by force.
Likewise , Al Hakim points out the limitations of 
the mere letter of the law , and demonstrates that it is 
vitally important to have a profound feeling for the 
spirit of it also. A literalist attitude to 
constitutional government might lead Egypt back into the 
chaos of false democracy in which she had floundered under 
the monarchy. To avoid this , the people must be aware 
of the spirit of democracy s the principle that overnnent 
must be vested in the people for their interests. Concern 
for the law must never be allowed to take precedence over 
the cause of justice which it is designed to save. In this 
light , the Sultan rebukes the judge , the representatives 
of the lav/ , for his treachery in bringing him out of the 
woman's house by having the <§dhan called prematurely s 
" Yet it was you yourself who first showed me the 
nobility of the law , and how it should be respected, and 
told me that it was the master to be obeyed , and that I 
should bow to it ... so I bowed to it with all my humility 
to the end. But did it ever occur to me that I would 
eventually see you regarding the law in this way9stripping 
it of its holy mantle until it became for you no more than 
a mockery, (empty) sentences , mere words and playthings?"
The scene of "Al SultSn al Hair" is Egypt at the time 
of the Mamluk Sultans. In spite of the historical
(1) p. 187;88 (Bee original on page 33^- )
( 107 )
background it is not a historical play f for the problem 
it deal with are timeless. The fearless Mamluks were 
without exception freed slaves ,brought up to rule the 
country and especially trained for responsibility# One 
of these is the central figure of this play.
In the first scene , which takes place in a prison 
cell , the conversation between the prisoner and hangnan 
reveals that the former is to be executed immediately 
after the "nuazzin" has called for prayers at dawn. The 
prisoner , who has sent a petition to the Sultan , is 
extremely worried about the time and wants to make sure 
whether or not the hangman is seriously speaking about 
dawn as the time fixed for him to be executed. The 
hangman warns him that unless he sleeps well his hand 
will not be steady enough , and suggests that both of 
them have a drink at the prisoners expense. The hangman, 
drunk , makes a good deal of noise which provokes the 
protest of a woman neighbour , who is commonly regarded 
as a prostitute. Soon after dawn 9 the prime minister, 
whom the Sultan ha,s sent to inquire into the matter , 
arrives fervently hoping that he will be too late to 
stay the 3xecution. However , he finds the prisoner 
still ali^ e , for the so-called prostitute, wanting to 
help the prisoner , has managed to induce the "nuazzin" 
to accept her invitation for a refreshment in order to
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prevent hin from calling to prayers. Meanwhile the 
Sultan also arrives in the company of the supreme 
judge. It soon becomes evident that the prisoner is 
guilty of having called the Sultan a slave whom he 
himself had sold to the old sultan, his predecessor.
So far the Sultan does not consider it a crime, since 
it is the exact truth. What complicates matters,however, 
is that the old Sultan , who treated his successor like 
a son , has neglected to set him free, so that , not 
being a free man , he is legally not a Sultan at all, 
and cannot continue to rule the country. At that stage 
of the play , the plot reaches its climax 5 the supreme 
judge tells both the Sultan and his prime minister that 
the Sultan has but to apply the law , and refuses all 
compromises suggested by them. The Sultan has it in his 
power to silence the rumours by cutting off the heads 
of the prisoner and of the supreme judge, and to remain 
on the throne , but he prefers the law to take its 
course•
Tawfiq al Hakim , who is also a nan-of-law,creates 
a sharp confrontation between law and force: as a result 
of the Sultan's slave status , his succession to the 
sultanate is invalid, and all the former Sultan’s 
property - including the young Sultan himself who is 
now regarded as a slave - must fall to the treasury.
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Moreover, he must he put up for sale by public auction.
By this sharp confrontation, the play places more
emphasis upon the idea which is represented in many of
Al Hakim’s plays, including his intellectual plays,
namely that the greatest victory of Man lies in his
- 1-
domination over his human feelings. The will of Man, 
though though it is conditioned by a Greater Will, is 
the only faculty which enables him to live correctly, 
and to develop and rea.lise the finer purpose of his 
existence. The conflict in the play is not between Man 
and another unknown force, s„s in Al Hakim’s Oedipus or 
between will and sentiment , as in his ’Anan5 it is 
between the higher-self and the lower-self, or rather 
between two powers, both of which are man-made5 the 
rule of law which is the product cf man’s wisdom and 
force of arms which is the product of hio lower-solf. 
Both of these can lead to either good or evil, depending 
on human will, whose duty it is to create an equilibrium 
between them, although the man who substitutes the rule 
of law for the sword is not cowardly but rather gifted 
with an unusual courage -and self-discipline5 his 
crucial moment is that of choice. The following dialogue 
illustrates the difficulty in which the Buitan finds
(1) This emphasises the idea, implied in the Prophet’s 
sayings The”jihad” against oneself is the greatest 
j iha„d.
( 110 )





I am not tying your hands, Sire. You have 
full freedom to apply your rule as you 
wish.
All right. Now I see what I have to do. 
What are you going to do, Sire ?.
Look at this old man (pointing to the 
judge). Do you see him carrying a sv/ord 
in his belt ? Certainly not. He carries 
only r tongue in his mouth ... But I 
carry this (indicates his sword), aid it 
is not a wooden sword or plaything. It 
is a real sword, it has to be put to use, 
and there should be a reason for its 
existence. Do you understand what I mem? 
Answer. Why was it decreed that I should 







; And you, judge, why don’t you answer... 
s For one of them, 
s What do you say ? 
s I say one or the other, 
s What do you mean ?
s I mean that you have the choice,Sire.You 
can use it for action, or you can use it
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for ornament. I recognise what certain 
power and quick stroke and decisive result 
the sword has. But the sword gives the 
right to the strongest, and who knows who 
will be the strongest tomjflorrow .... But 
law protects your rights from all aggres
i
-sicns; for it does not recognise the 
strongest. It recognises the one in the 
right. And now, Sire, what you have is 
simply a choice? between the sword,which 
can impose you, but also exposes you, 





s (to the minister) What a cursed old man I 
He has a rore genius for plunging us 
always into hesitation, 
s Hha/t I have done, Sire, is to show the 
two sides of the problem. But the choice 
is yours.
s The choice I mhe choice; .......This
is the moment I drec.d. The dreaded mo­
ment for every ruler... The moment he 
makes the final decision; the decision 
that will change the course of events...
( 112 )
the moment in which he utters that little 
word that determines an irrevocable
- 1-
choice; a. choice which decides the future.
The Sultan, who ha,s fought many battles decisive 
in the history of his country and gained more than, one 
victory over the Mongol hordes with his sword, decides 
to replace the sword with the rule of the law. This, 
however, proves that "to follow this path to its end 
requires greater courage* than that of the swords the 
young ruler is put up for sale by public auction and 
acquired for thirty thousand dinars by the supposed 
prostitute. This lady who, as is presently found out, 
is a respectable young widow -whom her husband, permitted 
to enjoy the pleasure of intellectual discussions in 
masculine company, refuses to abide by the previously 
made agreement to give the Sultan his freedom on the 
spot, and to enable him to resume his position. She 
requires him first to ta.ke up domicile in her house a„s 
her slave and the Sultan, anxious that right should be 
done and more interested to see the end of the game, is 
abso ready, or rather insists on submitting to that. 
Although the lady ha.s made it clear that she will give 
the Sultan his freedom at da.wn - a.t the moment when the 
people hea.r the muazzin calling for prayers - the 
(1) pp.76 ; 8. ( See original on page 33^ )
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masses seem to be dissatisfied. They do not like their 
Sultan to spend the night in the house of that 
"immoral woman11. The supreme judge, who did not think 
of all these sad consequences, becomes fully aware of 
the delicate situation of the Sultan, and decides to 
act at once. This time, his action has to be a violation 
of the spirit of the laws he orders the muazzin to call 
for prayers prematurely, at midnight, which leads the 
masses to rise against the muazzin. The Saltan who 
strongly insists on following the spirit of the law, 
refuses to agree with the supreme judge in his attempt 
to twist the words of the agreement, and decides to go 
back to the house of the widow, but she refuses end 
foregoes her right. The Sultan rewards her, publicly 
acknowledging her virtue and kindness, and presenting 
her with the central jewel from his turban ; the jewel 
which he ha,d acquired by defecating the Mongol a,rmy, and 
which was considered the symbol of his glory.
The play, as the playwright says, is inspired by 
whal is happening in the world today, and ’’its inspira­
tion is the question before which our world stands 
hesitating 2 Should the world’s problems be solved by 
the sword or the rule of lav/? .... Which requires more 
courage to apply, the sword or the law?.... ".
( 114 )
In the play, the conflict is on the face of it,
between the sword and the law, but closer scrutiny
reveals that the equilibrium is to be established
between the spirit of the law and its application and
execution. There are thus two kinds of courages the
one needed to fight, to deal a blow in the lateral sense
of the phra.se, and the other to act in accordance with
one’s conviction but against one’s desires,(moral
courage) to do one’s duty against one’s inclination, to
obey the voice of conscience. The author is not quite
able to reconcile the two tendencies, and sc the golden
mean between inclination and duty is not found? he
comes down too heavily on the side of duty for the
principle' of equilibrium to be successfully established.
The judge, who personifies the arm of the law/, is strong
-ly caricatured? in normal civilised states, justice
does not proceed in such a. radical way? one would hardly
sell the sovereign in order to satisfy the requirements
of absurd regulations. Thus in exposing the lav/ to
ridicule, the author implies that it would be possible
and indeed feasible, to achieve the equilibrium under
- 1-
ordinary circumstances.
(1) Tawfiq al Hakim, who held for a time the office of 
public prosecutor and to whom the crisis of cons­
cience to which the representative of the judiciary 
system is often subject v/as not unknown, must have 
experienced many a time the urge to find s mo derale, 
well-balanced jLidgement.
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Also the duality implied in the concept of equilib­
rium is clearly observable in the play of words result­
ing from the double meaning of the word "sultan" which 
signifies not only "the ruler" but also "the power" and 
is obvious that there can be no balance unless the 
weight of authority and that of power are found in 
exact correspondence in the opposite scale of the 
balance, To judge by a statement of the author himself 
made in the introduction to his play, he wanted to point 
to the conflict between the law and power as it appears 
in international politics, though the latter do not 
figure in the play itself in any way.
However, the playwrighht1s choice of this Arab 
historical frame-work - for the story is of an historical 
incident - supports the concept that Tawfiq al Hakim, 
the innovator and revolutionary writer, is always 
concerned about the continuity of the finest traditions 
of oriental society. Besides, the play has its strong 
reflection on the life of contemporary Egypt as well 
as other Arab countries. Tawfiq al Hakim is really no 
common playwright. In works such as this, he becomes 
the philosopher, at times even the conscience, of 
Egyptian society. Here he indicates the correct path 
which his society should follow, warning of the pitfalls, 
and demonstrating that path’s moral superiority.
( 116 )
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iii- Ya Tali1 esh-Shagara:
The play Ya Tali1 esh-Shagara (Thou V/ho Art 
Climbing the Tree) is a non-realistic play, which 
emphasises the necessity of a state of equilibrium 
between the real and imaginary world, between realism 
and surrealism. The two worlds, the realistic and the 
surrealist one, exist in the play not only side by side, 
but overlap in places, so that the characters have a 
realistic and non-realistic side at tho same time, as 
if possessed of supernatural power. Here the contrast, 
as appears on the surface, is between the conscious and 
the sub-conscious, but the play is a subtle combination 
of allegory, folklore and literature.
In this play, the author introduces the audience 
to a couple who live on two planes, that of real life, 
and that of personal dreams. While they are able to 
cross or remove the barrier dividing the two worlds,and 
resist Manfs innate urge to explore the boundaries of 
tho unlmown, the couple are happy, but as soon as they 
succumbed to the temptation of forbiden fruit, unable 
to resist the lure of the mystery any longer, they 
lose their "paradise". It is Bahadir!s insistance on 
a definite answer to his question, in his own words,
(1) Published in 1962 by Maktabit al-Adab, Cairo.
( 117 )
on"a realistic and reasonable answer" that leads him to 
his doom,
Bahadir, a retired railway-inspectorf has married 
a widow who is unable to bear him a child. She ascribes 
her childlessness to an abortion she underwent thcrty
Vitt-
or forty years before because she and first husband 
were desperately poor and could not afford a. family*
The tra,gedy itself and her subsequent barrenness have 
affected her sanity and though, many years have passed 
since her pregnancy, she continues sewing baby clothes* 
One day the wife disappears, and does not return. A 
police inspector calls to investigate the mysterious 
disappearance of the wife* When the maid-servant is 
questioned, she states that her mistress went out three 
days before to buy a. reel of cotton to sew the baby’s 
dress and has not he r seen since. She asserts that the 
relationship between the couple has always been very 
happy, and that they never quarrel, a statement which 
the police inspector doubts, but the maid-servant 
points to a corner of the stage where, at that moment, 
the semblances of the wife and husband appear, and 
she addss"You can see yourself". The conversation 
between the wife and husband shows that they are seem­
ingly at cross purposes but understand each other in an 
obscure and subconscious way. In the dialogue that
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ensues, the wife species to her husband of her baby e 
while the husband speaks of his orange tree and of 
Al Shaikha Kadrah, the lizard which lives under the 
tree. That is why they r re happy and never quarrel.
Wife. s Come inside, Bahadir, The air is damp
outside.
Husb. :(co :es in with his gardening tools) I know
that it has been damp outside. Once it is
damp, Sheikha Khadrah returns home. What I
don’t know is why the orange tree loses
some of its fruit.
Wife. s ’’She" was my first fruit, and I myself
procured the abortion. He didn’t want her
at that time because we were poor. He
Saids"Don’t complicate my life by adding 
to its burdens.
Husb. 2 Yes. This certainly complicates my life?
there is no wind and yet ...
Wife. 2 And yet I listened to him and did it. I
did it myself. The wind of fortune changed 
and we built this house and this garden. 
Husb. s This garden is not exposed to strong
winds, and yet I was v/orried when the
orange tree was in blossom, but G-od pro-
the









s Yes, G-od protected us when times hard 
and we were struggling. La/ter the time came 
when we wanted to have children, but we 
failed. The first miscarriage had, undoubted 
-ly, affected me. Yes it was the first mis­
carriage «
s It must have been, but it doesn't matter. 
They are only a few unripe oranges, as 
small as hazelnuts, 
s She was as big as the palm of my hand, The 
miscarriage occurred in the fourth month, 
and she was already moving in my body.
Yes, I have seen the branches moving slowly, 
s She was moving, and I could understand that
she was a girl ... Besides, I wanted to
have a girl. 
i I also wanted them to move slowly or not to
move at all. There will be no damage if the
branches do not move in the first days of 
fruit bearing, 
s And I knew that she would be head.thy and 
beautiful.
Husb. s Yes, Yes.
( 120 )
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Wife. s Yes. Yes.
The imaginary couple disappear, and in the ensuing
realistic atmosphere, the police inspector, a down-to-
earth type, questions the maid servant suspecting the
husband of having caused his wife's disappearance. The
scene is illustrative of the dual character of the plays
the wife, presumed missing, is present all the time, in
her imaginary form, in another corner of the sta.ge. The
inspector who listens to the conversation of the couple,
seems to be convinced that they are a figment of his
imagination, and continues his enquiry. When in an
attempt to wheedle out the truth from the husband, the
Ijolice inspector asks him whether he knows where the
body of his wdfe is, and the husband answers, e.bsent-
mindedly, that the best plane to bury her is under the
trees ’’There, she will ripen to flowers and mature
fruit. She will become the manure that nourishes the
tree and helps it to produce growing oranges. This will,
has
undoubtedly please her, as she/always been interested 
in the Great Growth’5. This confirms the suspicion of 
the police inspector, who is under the impression that 
one cannot be ha.ppy with such an "intolerable woman".
The scene develops into a, tug of wan in which the husband 
tries to prevent the ins;pector from digging under the 
(1) pp.46 5 52 ( See original on page 335~ )•
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tree in search of the body. The discussion between the 
two reflects the author’s opinion which is typical of 
his insistence on the necessity of equilibrium, that 
all views may be equally correct.
One is to be reminded that the leit - motif of the 
play is the common human urge to ask questions, expect­
ing an answer to every question until finally one 
question, which is probably the most important of them 
all, remains without answer. In the conversation 
between the police inspector and Bahadir, the former, 
a true criminal investigator, is firmly convinced, in 
line with his professional outlook, that there is 
nothing one cannot find out by examination and cross- 
examination, and ignores what Tawfiq al Hakim implies, 
that there are some answers which will be arrived at 
by intuition rather than logical reasoning. Here the 
inspector himself must admit this facts on the first 
occasion, his questions end his suspect’s answers seem 
proof to him that his quarry is guilty, but the same
questions and the same answers under different circums-
- 1-
tances convince him that the man is innocent.
(1) The same process is observable in the dialogue
between the dervish and the police inspector in 
Part Two. Also the dervish about whose transcen­
dental nature there is no doubt, always sayss 
"Don’t ask me questions".
*
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The two planes overlap again. Now there are,
simultaneously,two Bahadirs on the stage?, the one is
conducting the conversation with the police inspector,
while the other is on the train carrying on his job as
a railway-inspectcr. The darvish is brought in for
travelling without a ticket, but he shows his birth-
certificate which, he believes, entitles him to take
and
"the original train",/when th& railway-inspector 
insists on taking action against him, he puts his hand 
out of the train window end produces out of the air ten 
real tickets " Nothing is eerier to get than your train 
tickets ".
The scene develops quickly until Balladir is seen 
talking to the darvish about a. "dreadful ufknown person" 
who follows him about and frightens him, and asking for 
the darvish7 s help to protect him from that person. The 
police-inspector asks the real Bahadir to tell him who 
the person is, but the latter tells him that he does not 
understand what the dream Bahadir, on the train, is 
talking about and suggests that he ask the darvish 
whose transcendental power becomes unquestionable. At 
this moment, the darvish leaves the train and joins them 
and when he sees Bahadir and the pclice-inspectcr, he 
addresses them former? "Then you have done it". He, 
however, refuses to dve a definite answer: "Either he
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has killed her or will do so in the future".(p.101).
Because of the darvish* s va'uc utterance,Bahadir 
is arrested and imprisoned a.s a murder suspect, but the 
wife appears and he is released. The prison seems, 
however, to have changed him a. great deal; he has been 
taken out of his world of dreams, because he is no 
longer able to accept its visions, and dragged into the 
world of reality? "bliile in my cell, I felt like a. baby 
who is still in his mother’s womb, and is waiting for 
a hand to help him out of it", (p.156).
The last scene of the play marks Bahadir* s real 
tragedy. He wants and insists on knowing where his wife 
was during her three days of disappearance, but she 
refuses to give him a definite answer,end finally takes 
refuge in silence; the "dreadful and killing silence, 
as he describes it, which leads him to kill her in a 
fit of anger.
The play comes to an end with the darvish entering 
when Bahadir is trying to find a. plane to bury his wife. 
He tells the husband to bury her under the orange tree. 
This tree Bahadir believes, will turn into a miraculous 
one, bearing four different fruits, when it thrives on 
a human body which is made up of paradoxes. In the 
ensuing dialogue, which summarises the issues at stoke 


















■'tever sacrifices he has to make, 
s Come and help me.
; To do what ?
s To bury her. The grave is ready, 
s G-od forbid.
Do you refuse ? 
s Yes I do.
 ^But you know that I was going to kill 
her.
s To know doesn’t mean that one approves.
% In that case, I am a criminal in your 
opinion, 
s Is there any doubt about it ? 
s Be a bit fair to me, I beg you ... Dc 
you think it possible to live with such 
a woman ?
2 You lived with her for many years before, 
s But she turned out to be something dread­
ful 5 a silent wall.
§ It is a sufficient reason for destruction, 
one must agree, 
s Don’t mock at me. If you were in my 
position you would do the same.
(1) The tree seems to be symbolic of the eternal life, 















2 I sha.ll never he in your position.
s I couldn’t prevent myself. This is out 
of my power.
s I know.
2 Was it possible for me to remain in 
ignorance.
s Do. Net you.
2 Then ?
s C-o and bury her.
i You are going to help me, aren't you ?
s Don’t expect any help. Carry her yourself.
s All right .... I'll carry her myself,and 
I'll bury hers under tho tree. I feel no 
sorrow. Her life was fruitless.
s It isn’t so, since you. are going to offer 
her as food s for your tree.
o Will the tree really give all those
different fruits during the four seasons? 
s Don’t ask me.
Bahadir. s (People) will say that that miraculous
tree is one of the most important dis­


















2 No doubt scientists will investigate its 
mystery.
2 Investigate ? In that case, scientists 
will come to this garden.
s Naturally, and they will examine every 
foot of it ...
s In that case, they will dig under the 
tree.
: Very deep.
% But they will find the body.
2 Or its skeleton.
s And there will be questions and answers.
s Certainly.
s And the police will interfere.
s No doubt about it.
? What about the miraculous tree and the 
strange discovery, and the profit which 
science and people will gain out of this.
s Science and people will gain all the 
profit.
2 You will profit by Bahadir’s tree.
2 Yes, they will profit by Bahadir’s tree, 
but Bahadir himself will go to prison.
s The miraculous discovery means that my 
crime is to be discovered.
( 127 )
Darvish. Exactly.
And I have to pay for it.
Exactly.
( thinking) Therefore, I must decide. 
But one condition is that your decision 
must be carefully made.






decision is made. It is final, and 
nothin# will frighten me or make me 
refrain even if I were to be put to 
death. My life will be of no value for
me.
But the body of the wife dise.ppee.rs and is not to
be found anywhere in the house. Bahadi hurries to the 
garden, but instead his wife or her body he finds the 
lizard, dead and lying in the grave under the orange 
tree.
As the author himself says in the introductions
’’Like an orange which is cut into two halves, the play
consists of two parts, a realistic and a surrealist",
the
but we cannot say that one is/realistic one with its
Darvish. hat is your decision ?
I want the miraculous tree.Bahadir
Bahadir.
Darvish Go then and brin? it its food 
I am going
St? otxVcyt-,a ( 33 £
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logical premises e n d consistent sequences of facts, and 
the other the non-realistic one with its exaggerated 
and imaginary events•
Consequently, the characters, as well as the events, 
represent a strange mixture of realistic and non-realist 
-ic. There is the railway-inspector who spends his days 
looking after his single orange tree and a lizard,which 
lives in a hole under the tree. The wife who is always 
engrossed in preparing dresses for a baby-airi she mis­
carried thirty years before. The dervish who appears 
on the stage whenever he feels that he is wanted. There 
are only two completely realistic figures, a maid-ser- 
vant and a police-inspector. By this approach, the 
author emphasises his conception of equilibrium. The 
playwright does not rely on characters to make his 
figurative, or rather symbolic, expression, but also 
uses objects, such as the train which appears on the 
stage as a symbol of earthly life. The theme itself, 
which the playwright claims he has borrowed from 
Egyptian folklore, is in complete harmony with his 
conception of equilibrium; here between the world of 
reality end the world of dreams•
Symbolic Aspects of Ya Tali*_ cs Shagara\
Tawfiq al Hakim, who proved very successful, in 
Al-Sultan Al-flair, • in applying” figurative expression”,
( 129 )
seems to have defeated his end by this symbolic play,
Y a t al i? e sh She, gar ah.
The play is an allegory. The wife’s miscarriage
thirty years previously represents an attempt by the
subconscious to bring something forth for the conscious,
- 1-
and the failure of this attempt. But the wife still
makes clothes for this baby, and talks about her conti-
nuouslyj thus the subconscious still hopes of bringing
forth its content. The atmosphere of this is heightened
by the typical folksong of thenSubu,J or festival for a
new-born child, which accompanies the play throughout,
punctuated on occasion by the train’s whistle. This
embodies Tawfiq al Hakim’s optimism that the spiritual
re
conflict in man will eventually be/solved. The theme is 
also indicative of the theory of the unreality of ; ime, 
for there is no barrier, in the play, between past, 
p re s ent and future.
The wife and husband live together on the border­
land of the realism of the conscious and the sur-realism 
of the subconscious. But the husband undergoes a change 
and wants a "reasonable and logical answer” as to 
where his wife has been, the conscious seeks to assert 
itself in the "material” and "practical". The wife 
refuses to give this, for fear that it will destroy
(1) The thirty years may else be symbolic of Egypt’s 
thirty barren years between 1919 and the 1952 
Revolution.
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their happiness 5 the subsconcious can accept repression
by the conscious or erecting of barriers between them
that only a logical and practical answer would involve.
The death of the wife indicates that the conscious has
finally killed the subconscious 3 thus the human being’s
hope of inward harmony is, though only apparently,ended.
It is significant to note that the play is based
on archetypal symbols. The tree may represent the plant
of immortality, while the lizard or "salamander" that
lives in or under the shade of the tree is the spiritus
mercurii (spirit of mercury), the substance that turns
base metal to gold5 in fact the purifying fire that can
transmute the human soul, bnon the darvish told Bahadfx
that he would get the tree and the lizand, he implied
that he would gain the means of perfection. The lizard
in alchemy is half woman, and is married to the philo-
- 1-
sopher’s son, or the seeker - one must be reminded that 
Bahadir symb&lises the artist. The four fruits symbolise 
completion, for the number four, embodying the squnre,
(1) v. Jungi Psychology and Alchemy; vol# 12; 
p. 437.
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the elements, the seasons and points of compass, is the 
number of completion.
Expressed in terms of psychology, the four main
figures, the darvish, the husband, the wife and the
lizard, represent the four component parts in the
human psyche. The dervish is the higher self, the Adam
Kadman or spiritual life in man. The husband is the
everyday self, or the conscious which is concerned with
maintaining the practical outward impression. The v/ife
is the subconscious, end the lizard is the collective
unconscious, the storer of the archetypes of the human
race, which intrudes on earthly life.
The higher self attaches supreme importance to the
arche-typal memory in man’s psyche, for it is only
through the development and bringing to consciousness
of this memory that men can discover the ancient wisdom-
concerning the purpose of life and the means of fulfil- 
- 2-
ling that purpose. Therefore the darvish mourns at the 
death cf the lizard.
(1) The character of the darvish in this play is far 
more exclusively symbolic than in other Egyptian 
plays. It can be said that Bahadir, presumably a 
self-portrait of the artist, acquires symbolic 
significance only occasionally, at times of special 
mental stress, while the darvish, a figure customa,- 
rily used in a symbolic sense it symbolises super­
natural power , towards which man leans and whose 
protection he seeks. He is of the type called
"magzub" which symbolises escapism.
(2) In his "Isis", the playwright is quite certain that 
the artist is entitled to discover the purpose and 
secret of life. v.p. n ■
( 132 )
The failure of men to resolve his conflict symbo­
lised by this play is tempered with a message of hope 
end advice. Although the other hope of reaching \ 
into the collective unconscious of the archetypes ends 
as a natural consequence with the death of the lizard, 
Bahadir is told, by the darwish, to bury his wife at the 
foot of the tree, so that the tree may bear the four 
fruits5 thus the eternal life implicit in the plant, 
and the wholeness of personality in the fruits can only 
be obtained after the subconscious has been accepted.
But the lizard’s body appears at the foot of the tree 
to demonstrate that the answer lies in the collective 
unconscious.
The tree can only obtain nourishment from the human 
body which is full of paradoxes. The value of paradox 
as a form of spiritual truth has been recognized, both 
in alchemy and in Jung’s psychology.
( 135 )
CHAPTER SIX 
1-The change in Social Values.
As Reflected in the Dr ana of Tawfiq al Hakin.
Some of Tawfiq al Hakin’s plays are intimately
related to the thorough change of moral standards
which took place "between the two world wars. As a. result
of the cataclysmic experience cf the First World War
and repeated social upheavals, the moral attitude
deteriorated in many aspects. To mention "but one,the
attention of a large sector of Egyptian society was
directed towards personal promotion. Public employment
and lucrative positions in private enterprise became *
the subject of fierce competition. The wish to get
rich at any id rice became- all powerful and occupied the
minds of the people to the exclusion cf anything else.
The modern ways of life created now types of people :
businessmen, war-profiteurs, professional pcliticians
tW
and opportunists. The Egyptian women who in 1920’s, 
had comparatively modest ambitions, began to insist on 
equality with men. They were no longer ready to accept 
without resistance their supremacy, and wanted te be 
not only nurses, teachers, doctors, lawyers and 
scholars, but also politicians and cabinet ministers 
and to occoipy executive positions in all kinds of 
organisations.
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These changes in social behaviour are fully
reflected in Al Hakim*s "Masrah al Mugtana' , The
- 1-
Thoatre Society. Although a study such as this re­
quires a detailed analysis of other works by the 
play-wright, Masrah al Mugtana* has been chosen because 
it contains those of Al Hakim’s plays in which he had 
taken up a. new standpoint and adapted a new technique 
in handling the main problems of society. However he
is more concerned with passive tendencies,^ nd concen-
- 2-
trates on social defects. He has no sympathy whatsoever
with the capitalist classes n. r does he approve of
snobs and social climbers. He also considers that the
emancipation cf women has gone too far, and fears that
this may affect the equilibrium of society. Modern life
he regards a.s a. threat to the traditions of Egyptian
family life. He is against the rap:.id change in the
nat i onal cus t oms.
The collection comprises, in 788 pages, 21 plays
cf various length which can be divided into three groups;
Social-purpose plays, whose significance is derived
from the social facts they portray, which indicate
that he has made a. thorough study of his society and
(1) The title of a. collection of 21 plays which is 
believed to be written during and a„fter the 
S econd v/or 1 d War. V . Masrah al Mugtanav s Vol .1; 
Maktabit al Adab (s.d.)j p 7
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understood it very deeply. Tawfiq al Hakim’s ideology,
especially his attempt tc discredit Egyptian capitalism
long before the 1952 Revolution, had actively influenced
the new constitution and , as a result, the social
ccnditicns of the country. After the 1919 Revolution
these
and in the 1940’s, when/plays were written, Egyptian 
society inclined towards immoral materialism, and this 
is the tendency mostly exposed in this group of plays.
The second group gives priority tc psychological!, 
facts, but one does not feel that the plays are psycho­
logical studies. "Art as a means of knowledge differs 
from philosophy in that it uses science but does net 
become science". These psychological plays are primarily 
works of art, and as such intended less tc teach than 
to entertain, though the message is never absent.
The plays cf the third group are not numerous, but 
their value lies in the circumstance that the facts are 
given general significance. They combine read.ism with 
symbolism and the mixture is very effective indeed.The 
Egyptian literature, which was then hesitating between 
romanticism, realism and naturalism was threatened by 
either tortured romanticism or shallow naturalism.
(1) cf. Henri Lefebvre; Contribution A L’Esthetique;p. 10
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Tawfiq al Hakim*s plays were a godsend, providing a 
very welcome guidance to the right path.
The first play in the collection "Bain Yawn wa 
Lailah", ( before overnight ), exposes the ugliness of 
opportunism. A rich young farmer who proposed to the 
daughter of a cabinet minister writes him a letter 
requesting him tc fix the day of the engagement. 
However, the cabinet resigns and the young man, who 
sees no advantage in marrying his fiancee If her father 
loses his influential position, approaches the 
minister’s secretary and succeds in recovering his 
letter. Having opened it carefully, he substitutes for 
the original letter one retracting his proposal; he 
expects the date on the postage stamp to prove that he 
broke off the engagement before and not after the fall 
of the government, which will save his face. The 
unexpected happens and the minister occupies the same 
post in the now government. His prospective son-in-law 
now hurries to the minister’s house to get hold of the 
letter before the latter can read it. He succeeds in 
persuading him to defer the reading cf his mail and tc 
put it in a locked drawer of which he secures the keys. 
However, the dog runs away with the keys and it is only 
after a strenuous pursuit of the animal that the oppor­
tunist can retrieve his letter and marry the girl who
(137)
has again gained value in his eyes.
Most of the characters of the play are unsympa­
thetic ;The young farmer who is its central figure,
the secretary, the employees cf the ministry. The only
two humanly attractive characters, the minister and his 
daughter, represent no positive social values, and 
are rather shallow and gullible, an easy prey to 
flatterers.
Characteristic of a good number of these plays 
of Tawfiq al Hakim is his preoccupation with social 
problems which goes so far that he is sometimes 
totally oblivious of the fact that he is writing a 
play, and the dialogue sounds as if were an 
essay or a narration on one or the other aspect cf 
the social conditions of the country.
The problems he has set out to combat in the
Lvss -1-
follcwing play, ’Al ( The thief ), are social
injustice and moral corruption. The stranglehold of
the capitalist class on the country which prevents
the ablest among the impecunious classes from
achieving a position of importance is aggravated by
the low moral standards which the young people have
inherited from the previous generation. Anybody who
(1) pp. 123 5 234-.
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wants to got to the top cones up against this stone 
wall which it is almost impossible to overcome, and 
realizes that the only way tc achieve his aim is to 
be as corrupt as the others.
Apart from these two main themes, the play
contains marginal themes each of which would make an
independent play in itself. Other writers have not
been long in realizing that, and some of the motifs
- 1-
have become the subject of quite effective production.
Al Liss, Hamid, a gifted and educated young nan, 
who he,s had tc discontinue his academic studies after 
his father’s death, is earning his livelihood as the 
manager of a small publishing firm whose owner is rich 
but ignorantf One day, Hamid is dismissed from his 
employment because he has paid a promising young 
author, for the right to publish his work, a sum of 
money which the owner considers excessive. Hamid who 
is conscious of his uwn value, recollects that his 
employer once told him that he had founded his 
business with the initial capital of a hundred pounds.
(1) Although originality in drama is not the subject
of the present work, the fact cannot be overlooked 
that some of the typical characters and situations 
of Tawfiq al Hakim’s plays have been recurring in 
the production of other, younger authors.
039)
He feels that he rmst get hold of a sinilar sun hy 
hook or by crook. Having decided tc steal it* he 
breaks into the house of a rich pasha, and enters 
accidentally, the room cf the pasha’s step-daughter,' 
whore he hides behind the curtains. From this hide­
out, he overhears a dramatic conversation between 
the young girl and her stepfather. It emerges that 
the girl, the daughter of a widow who has married 
this rich nan, has recently cone hone to her mother 
from the boarding school at which she was brought up. 
Unfortunately, she has attracted the attention cf her 
stepfather who wants to seduce her, threatening her 
that he will divorce her mother if she resists. The 
girl plays for tine, and when the pasha lea-ves for a 
moment, prays aloud for an angel or a, devil to save 
her from her plight. Hearing that, the young man 
cones out from his hiding place and, having briefly 
told her his story offers her his and his mother’s 
hospitality. The girl is on the point of accepting 
when they are interrupted by the return of the pasha, 
who, having overheard the last pant of the conversa­
tion, is convinced that the young nan is the girl’s 
lover and shoots him. When she knows that the pasha 
intends to hand the "intruder” over to the police,the 
girl who is determined tc save the young nan, persua.des
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her stepfather that she only wants to narry hin in
order to be able to conduct, undisturbed, an intrigue
with her stepfather. The ruse works, and the young
couple is oonf art ably provided for, the pasha, having
nade Hamid the chairman of one of his companies. But
it is a post in which he has the whip-hand over hin
and can easily dismiss hin and put him in prison by
accusing him of dishonesty. The play reaches its
climax when the pasha, sends the young husband to
Alexandria and comes to his stepdaughter1s flat to
enforce his claim. Nov; the confrontation is between
two sectors of the societys the most corrupt but 
well equipped sector, represented by the capitalist
pasha, and the ambitious, though unarmed young 
generation, represented by Hamid, and his young wife. 
When the pasha is forced to leave the flat, he is 
shot dead by a young man, whose sister the pasha has 
wronged and whom he ha.s dismissed after having lost 
interest in the girl. By this, the playwright demons­
trates that the young generation insists on having 
its share of comfortable and respecta/ble life, and 
that it is ready to accept even a deadly challenge if 
necessary.
Ta,wflq adL Hakim’s main intention in writing this 
play was to expose the far-reaching moral corruption
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of the capitalist classes which had the tendency tc 
spread downward and com runicate itself to the 
impecunious • Ke also emphasises that to resist the 
contagion srequires stronger stamina than was poss­
essed cat the tine by the lower strata of society.
The play is, of course, a satire, reflecting Al 
Hakim*s socialist ideology, especiaily the Marxist 
idea that economic conditions determine the 
spiritual and moral process of life. In its farm, that 
is characterisation and plot, including the somewhat 
contrived situations designed to produce certain effects, 
it follows - in spite of its attitude which is cf the 
utmost gravity - in tho footsteps cf the conventional 
French comedy as represented by Saxdou, and makes, on 
the whole, a distinctly old fashioned impression.
One must be reminded that all the social-purpose 
plays in this collection seen to have been influenced 
by the powerful upsurge of indi nation against the moral 
decline and corruption which was observable in the waloe 
of the second World War and which did not subside until 
it f^und its expression in the 1952 Revolution. Tawfiq 
al Hakim was one of the pioneers of this ruction and 
really the hero cf the movement, who was brave enough 
to voice his convictions in spite cf the very rea,l danger 
by which he was threa.tened.
(142)
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iii - The play "A1 rial Hurrah" ( Free Enterprise )
  • _
is another attempt by Tawfiq al IJakT::: to expose the 
corruption in the executive departments of the govern­
ment. The scene cf the play is the head office of the 
industrial w- rks which not only thrives on governmental 
contracts, but shares all its employees with a minister­
ial department. They are all civil servants who, having 
spent their day at the desks of the ministry, ply 
another occupation at night to eke out their income, in 
a manoeuvre quite illegal in Egypt. When the curtain 
rises, the employees are notified by the caretaker that 
the Director General of their department has arrived. 
Convinced that he has come tc track them dcvn and expose 
then , they flee in a panic. It s-;on becomes apparent, 
however, that the director has an assignment with a. 
young dancer on whom he ha.s designs, and who is offered 
by the manager of the firm a financial reward if she 
helps to proqitieate the Director General. Another lady 
visitor is announced and turns out to bo- the Director 
General’s wife. Fearing the anaer of this potentate, and 
intent on avoiding a. scene, the runager tries to convince 
her that she is mistaken and has almost suc.ccoddd in 
doing so when, to his horror, the director with his 
sweetheart walks into the room. The ingenious manager
(1) pp. 363 ? 385
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finds an alternative explanation, which accidentally 
coincides with the truths he tells the wife that he is 
trying to induce her husband to collaborate with his 
fir::, and offers her a very handsome present if she 
agrees to support hin in that. The irate wife whon every 
-body in the audience expects tc vent her anger on her 
husband, quite surprisingly accepts the offer-"Don1t 
worry. He will pay no attention but tc his free enter­
prise" . Tawfiq al Hakin has succeeded in demonstrating0 ,
the destructive power of money in a declining capitalist 
society.
iv - Al Jiya, (The Hungry People) cannot be said 
to have a plot, or a denouement, because, although it 
begins as a farce, it has neither a climax nor a 
proper end. However, the characterisation, though 
sharply satirical, is superb, and the confrontation of 
two classes of society one of which is really physically 
hungry, while the other is only emotionally greedy, is 
very successful. Three dinner-tables are awaiting Shushu 
the wife cf a rich aristocrat who has always lud a 
sheltered life while others axe nearly dying of 
starvation. The aristocratic lady has left a. party she 
has attended with her husband to keep two secret assign 
» ncnts with two different men friends al different 
clubs,while the hungry little lcttery-seller only
( -m )
accidentally enjoys the food she has scorned.
- 1-
v - 1 Al Ragul ul-Ladhi Samad",(The Man Who Stood
s  \Raft) exhibits, however, a strong belief in the future 
of society, but ends on a pessimistic note.The playwright 
believes that society is as yet unable to control the 
demoralizing tendencies of materialism, but is bound to 
prevail in the fight for a better future if a number of 
people adhere to inherited moral values. He wants to be 
realistic, and this wish makes the pessimistic ending 
unavoidable. Under prevalent conditions, a happy 
solution is impossible, but it can finally be found, 
and that is why his voice is so loud in calling for 
resistance.
There is a conflict between two contradictory 
attitudes, active resistance and conformity to the 
apparently dominant trend, neither of which prevails. 
Salih Bey, a judge of the Court of Appeal, leaves his 
position to devote his time to politics. He becomes the 
chairman of the financial committee of the Senate, a 
position which is important, as any financial move of 
the Government ultimately depends on its assent. To 
obtain the favour, or silence? of so important a figure, 
big capitalist enterprises which were represented in the 
government of the time usually conferred privileges 
upon him, such as the chairmens hip of industrial company.
(1) ibid. p. 615; 39-
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Sr.lih Bey, however, is an idealist. In his youth, he
O C
belonged to a group of militant people, among whom, was 
1Abdel Barr Pasha who new joined the other side. When 
the play be-ins, Salih Bey is in financial difficulties 
and about to mortgage his salary in order to find the 
money for his daughter's dowry. He is busy reading 
reports when he is interrupted by a. visit - the first 
since they were youngmen - of ’Abdel Barr Pasha who, 
though his junior, has made a spectacular career in 
commerce, and who offers to pay him the large sum of 
£10,000 if he helps him tc obtain an export license 
for goods which do net usually receive export permits. 
Salih Bey, "the man who stood fast" is facing a new test. 
’Abdel Barr s Times have changed.
Salih Bey : Times do not change. It is we who change.
’A. z Don't y^u agree with me that our society
has undergone change. Don't you agree 
that money is everything nowadays?.
S. s And who made it everything? Those you
described before a„s people deprived of 
conscience and honesty, and those who 
have betrayed their ideals and joined 
them ?
A. : There is no need to exeggerate,Salih«. •
Bey, No one has betrayed ideals or
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disregarded principles. It is only a 
better way of understanding the needs 
cf-'life • ' modern society.
2 Are you compelled by these necessities 
to confine your thoughts, your activi­
ties and faith to the accumulation of 
thousands and thousands of pounds? ... 
You have gone through the door beyond 
which one can never find satisfaction.
; If you had any knowledge of the world 
of money and business, you would
certainly be able to judge that I am a 
poor man.
i Yes, Poor if you compa.re yourself to 
one who has collected a million, and 
when you have accumulated a million you 
will be poor compared with one who has 
accumula/ted two millions. As long as you 
mount, or rather descend, the steps 
leahing to the hell of greed ... No, it 
is not the needs of life, but a. new 
creed. A hysterical belief in a power 
which you, and others like you consider
superior to all other powers..........
s This is our modern society, and it is
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foolish to ignore the circumstances in 
which one lives. It is the only language 
that people understand. He who swims 
against the tide is soon exhausted.
S. s Except those with strong muscles,
!A. s They may resist for a while, hut are
defeated in the long run.
S. s The tide can be diverted.
'A. V/here have you ever seen such a miracle?
S. z In a country which has sincere lea.ders,
reformers, and prophets. 
fA. s Not in Egypt anyhow.
3. °o ironically) How stronglyour faith in
your nation : is) ? .
•A. s It is because I fully understand it.
S. s Exactly. But only in the manner of those
who go through that door, and ascend or
rather descend the steps of thousands and 
c\
millions.
Surprisingly enough the ploy ends with Salih Bey 
finding himself alone in his outlook. Even his own son, 
who is a student in the university, expresses his dis- 
agreement with his attitude and swears that he will 
follow ’Abdul Barr Pasha’s methods. The play comes tc 
a close with the following dialogue between Salih Bay
048}
and. his son and his daughter who represent the new 
generation.
% (disappointed) Will even my own son do so?
i ( enthusiastically) Yes. I swear I wil3..
s ( leaving the room, whispering to himself) 
0 G-od, he merciful . . .
: Do you runaway from us, father, because
we are not cf your opinion ?.
All of us, father, disagree with you.You 
will never find anybody who will agree 









I'll standfast on my own. Yes, I WILL.
( curtain ).
However, Tawfiq. al Hakim is not always concerned 
with social, problems, but prefers, sometimes, to deal 
with individual problems. Since he believed at that 
time that any work cf literature should be, in Zola’s 
words " a slice of life " he began writing one~a„ct 
plays, believing that they would serve his purpose better 
than any other art-form.
vi - As a close up of his own life, Al Kakimpries, 
in the one-r.ct play "Sirr el huntahirack n ( The suicide's 
Secret ), to stress the idea- that unless equilibrium is 
maintained between mental and emotional activities, one
(1) See original on p. 348
Cl 49)
can easily be pushed to one or the other extreme.
A middle-aged scholarly doctor, having devoted 
all his life to study and spurned the joys of love - 
the lack of equilibrium is fully exemplified here - 
falls in love with a- girl virtually after her death, 
as he erroneously supposes that she committed suicide 
because he refused to marry her. In reality the girl 
was in love with her parent's chauffeur, but was not 
allowed to me.rry him. In order to be able to continue 
her love affair, she decided to marry the scholar. 
Incodentally, the scholar’s and the chauffeur’s name 
is "Mahmud", a fact which plays a great part in the 
plot. Being in a very difficult position and tc avoid 
being disgraced, the girl finds it urgent to convince 
the scholar cf her love and make him marry her. When 
she fails, she jumps to her death from an upper storey 
window, shcuting " I'm dying, Mahmud". The doctor, who
t
has hardly even paid much retention to the girl, is now
convinced that she was in love with him. This mistake✓
effects a complete transformation of his personality.
As a ree.ction against the illusoiy idea that he is so 
attractive that a beautiful young girl could fall ir 
love with him and commit suicide when she fails to 
manry him, the former misogynist launches out on a- 
life of pleasure. Finally the secret relationship
(150)
between the girl and Mahmud, the chauffeur, is found
out, aid Malimud, the scholar is strongly pushed to the
other extreme. ^
vii - In the one-act play " Sahirah “, ( A Magician),
th-. playwright tries to establish the fact that human
nature ha~s hardly changed in thousands of years. The
heroine, Su’ad, though a university grabuate, resorts
to the help of magic to win the heart of the man she
loves. That is, she acts exactly the same as the ancient 
- 2-
queen " Isis". Surprisingly enough, the magic is
effective, but not so much due to its supernatural
power as to a kind of telepathic thought transference.
The play is a light hearted comedy - Su'ad ,
awaiting ’Ezz ed Din, the man she loves and wants to
-3-
marry, asks a cafe waiter, a Nubian, to put what she 
calls " a piece of sugar " into ’Ezz ed Din’s cup of 
coffee. The waiter complies with her wish, but not 
without telling his fellow-welter, another Nubian, who 
disapproves because he suspects her of wanting to poison 
the young man. Having drunk his coffee, *Ezz ed Din 
complains of its bitter taste which increases the 
suspicions of the two waiters. To avoid responsibility
( 1 ) pp. 387 5 414.
( 2 ). v.p.92 '
( 3 ) Nubians are proverbially funny.
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the two simple minded men decide to inform ’Ezz ed Din, 
implying that the young lady has poisoned him. The psy­
chological effect of this communication on ’Ezz ed Din 
is enormous. He imagines that he is dying and asks for 
medical help and the intervention of the police. Su’ad, 
who has come hack, drinks to assure him, the other half 
of the cup, joking that she wants to die with him. She 
confesses her lcve to hin, and this revealation, which 
they both believe to be the consequence of the love- 
potion, moves him so deeply that he expresses the wish 
to marry her. Obviously, the two young people were in 
love with each other, even before Su’ad’s visit to the 
magician, but shyness prevented them from communicating 
their feelings to each other, so that the alleged lovp-
potion worked by simply removing their inhibitions.
- 1-
viii - Urid an Aqtul, ( I want to kill ), is 
another one-act play in which the playwright ably dis­
plays the weakness of Ifrtoan nature. The central figure 
is a girl with homicidal mania. Her psychiartrist 
humours her by giving her a- pistol loaded with a blank 
cartridge and telling her to give free vent to her 
impulse.
In the same building live an elderly couple who 
are so devoted to eanh other that neither wants to
(1) pp. 33 ? 61
(152)
survive the other. The play begins with the husband ig. 
a private conversation with an insurance agent. He wants 
to take out a life insurance policy from which his wife 
will benefit, end seems to be very anxious that the 
procedure should be carried out confidentially in order 
not to upset her. It is on this couple that the girl 
intrudes with her pistol, and she tells them to choose 
which of them is to die. Here the weaker side of these 
two people comes to the fore 5 although they are both 
sincere in their professions of devotion to ea.ch other, 
neither of them wants to die when faced with the rea-lity 
of death. The girl is now convinced that no one is ever 
really willing to sacrifice his life, even to save the 
life of his beloved mate. She decides to choose herself 
end her choice fa-lls upon the wife, but the la/tter 
protends that she is pregnant, which melees the girl 
change her mind, so that she decides to kill the hus­
band. At this stage the insurance a.gent comes back for 
his pen which he has left behind. The choice becomes 
difficult again, and the girl orders him to stand with 
the couple, and urges them all to decide emitng them­
selves, otherwise she will be inclined to close her 
eyes and fire at one person a,t random. Thus the choice 
becomes very easy, and the couple decides that the 
insurance agent should be the victim.
(155)
Having fired the blank cartridge, the girl feels 
cured. She has committed her "crime11, and f ortune/tely 
nobody is killed. Yet the husband tells her that she 
has killed their marital happiness.
The play is not a moral condemnation of human 
cowardice, nor does it postulate superhuman coure.ge 
which leads to the sacrifice of one’s own life. The 
playwright ha.s probed the depths of the human heart 
and knows that, though sincere, it is weak and fallible, 
that actions always fell short of ideals. He surveys 
the scene with an understanding smile which is full of 
kindness and pity.
The playwright’s progressive tendencies do not 
blind him to the disastrous consequences of some social 
reforms, such as, for instance, the emancipation of 
woman. ^
In " A1 Na’iba al Muhtar* am a. ", ( The Honourable 
Member of Parliament ), the small employee of the 
Ministry of Works serves the coffee and tends his sick 
child, while his wife, a parliamentarian, neglects her 
household duties for the sake of projects which she is 
unable to canry out for lack of stamina..
ix - Tawfiq al H akim, who married rather late in
t
life, was considered for a long time a misognist by
(1) pp. 65 i 84
(154)
reason of his humorous sallies against the weak sex.
This reputation, however, is totally unfounded, for 
the influence of Shaw and Wilde nay partly account for 
this attitude, and secondly, women were only one of 
many targets at which this satire was directed. This 
attitude is exemplified in twe plays contained in this 
collection, "A^hab al Sa’ada al Zawjiyyah", (Happy 
Marriages ) and the ,T Quiet Nest", which do not deserve 
much attention in this context, not because of their 
inferiority quality, as "The Quiet Nest" is one of his 
most charming plays, but because they arc constructed 
according to the sane pattern as his older plays while 
the concern of this thesis is with their tendencies.
The main motif of "Happy Marriages" is the contrast 
between two sisters, one cold and reserved, the ether 
passionate and jealous to the extreme. Both husbands 
are dissatisfied with their lot and envy each other, 
one, becaus -ho thinks that jealousy must spring from 
love, the other because he thinks that he would find 
pea.ee at the side of a quiet wife•
"The Quiet Nest" seems to have been written out 
of his long celibacy.
Two otlmr plays in this collection which can be 
considered revolutionary, will be treated in detail.
The "Anthill", though a symbolic one-act play differs
(155)
from his other symbolic plays in that the symbolic signi 
-ficance is not hidden, but obvious. Chronologically 
his first symbolic play, preceding "Thou Who Art Climb­
ing the Tree", resorts for the first time to folklore 
as a dramatic source, and takes its structure: from the
realities of social life.
- 1-
x - "Bayt un Naml" ( The Ant Fill ) is inspired by 
Egyptian folklore and makes use of the fairy-tale motif 
tha,t fairies sometimes fall in love with men. This deve­
lops into a plot which provides the framework for an 
expose' of Tawfiq a,l Hakim’s philosophy on creation, 
life and death.
The two maun figures of the play are the young man 
and the fairy whose anonymity is meant to convey that 
th^y are conceived as types of their kind. The young 
man, an engineer by profession and highly educated, is 
ill in bed, and the doctor diagnoses a serious ailment 
of the heart. His mother keeps his condition secret 
from him and tries to convince him that he is merely 
suffering from overwork. Soon it transpires that the 
young man has a. secret that he would like to confide to 
his nu ther which he refrains from doing for the time 
being. The secret is revealed immediately when the mother 
leaves. First an impersonal voice is heard, and then
(1) pp. 345 ? 361.
056)
the fairy appears in the shape of a beautiful young 
girl, which personifies the ideal woman of his dreams.
He suspects that she is merely a figment of his imagi­
nation, but she tries to convince him of her reality 
by some childish pranks. The dialogue which ensues is 
worth quoting :
Fairy. : You always try to interpret our playful,
invisible games by your human ccndidera­
tions .
Young man. : We cannot do without human interpretations
in explaining the phenomena around us.'
The fairy sees that the young man doubts the 
evidence of his very senses and is reluctant to a.ccept 
her a.s a real fact. He himself admits that he would 
rather attribute the lovely vision to a delusion of his 
feverish brain rather than acknowledge the existence of 
supernatural phenomena which would shake the foundation 
of his scientific outlook.
Youngman. 2 Yes, this would relieve my mind. ... ...
Fairy. Oh, your rational mind v. It is the barrier
between you and me.... It is very rare for 
a fairy to appear to a thinker. We often 
appear to the simple-minded who recieve us 
with implicit faith, not with the rational
(1) p. 350 ( see original on page ).
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objection. Faith is a doctor which permits 
us to enter, but human reason is not a 
measure which can be adequately applied 
to us . (1)
The fairy sees that the young man is afraid of her 
because he cannot rationally account for her presence, 
and resorts to scientific arguments to prove her 
existence. However, it becomes clear that there is no 
way by which he could und.erstand her in this world, as 
human beings arc mere ants in comparison with the whole 
of creation, and the human world an ant-hill when viewed 
against the background of eternity. So she proposes the 
only solution possible s since there is no way in which 
they can communicate successfully on earth, he must shed 
his human shell and follow her to her world. He is first 
horrified at this prospect but is finally persuaded, 
more by scientific curiosity than by love, to take her 
guiding hand. She points to his heart and says that he 
will need it there - a reassuring thought, for it seems 
to indicate that it is love that rules the world of 
spirits. The symbolic significance of her gesture as 
well as of the staying of the introductory secne in 
which the young nan is represented as suffering from a 
"heart complaint" becomes now apparent 2 in the mental 
(1) pp. 350 51 ( original on page 3*+' )
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confusion and uncertainty of human life, it is the heart 
that provides the compass. It is not said whether he 
really dies or not, but it is to be assumed that he 
does, but death occurs on a distinctly hopeful note.
The usually optimistic Tawfiq al Hakim has found 
again, in this play, a positive solution.
- 1-
xi - The second play " Law ’Arafa ash Shabab"
( If the Young only Knew ) is an intellectual play, but 
different from his typically intellectual plays in that 
it is fully realistic without the admixture of symbolism 
or mythology on the one hand, and of intellectual 
divagations on the other. The situation is strongly 
reminiscent of Pirendollo whose techniques are also 
strictly imitated. Pirendollofs influence which the 
author admits in the introduction to "Thou Winn Art 
Climbing the Tree" derives not fron one, but two plays, 
"Right You Are" and "Lazarus". The plot is original, 
and its idea is inspired by the age-old ambition of 
medical science to rejuvinate men.
The play consists of four scenes in the first of 
%
which Sidd\*} Pasha, eighty years eld and suffering 
fron angina, pectoris is in the bathroom of his palace 
trying to dye his moustache, while the doctor is waiting 
to givo him a heart-stimulating injection. The Pasha
(1) pp. 641, 762.
(159)
desists fron his undertaking because he has noticed the 
extent to which the old age has ravaged his face and 
which cannot be hidden by any cosmetic devices. This is 
significant, because it gives impulse to a discussion 
on the possibility of regaining one’s youth. The doctor 
has studied modern rejuvenation methods and successfully 
experimented on rabbits during his studies in America.. 
Realizing this, the Pasha, convinces the hesitant doctor 
to apply the results of his research in talcing the 
burden of old age from him and promises his impunity in 
case the treatment causes his dea.th. They go together 
into a room, from which the doctor emerges after some 
tine. He soon becomes worried because the Pa.sha is too 
long in recovering consciousness. At this very moment 
a. young nan in his twenties comes out of the Pasha’s 
room. It is not clear whether the young man is the 
rejuvenated Pa.sha or a figment of the doctor’s imagina­
tion and the subsequent events do nothing to dispel 
doubt. N cither the Pasha’s daughter ncr his wife can 
recognize him 5 the daughter considers him a very 
eligible young nan whom she almost prefers to her own 
fiance, and the wife- calls him son. The Pa.sha who feels 
wonderfully strong, and is told by his mirror of the 
miraculous change in himself runs excitedly out of the 
room, and the doctor collapses, asking himself 2"Am I
(160)
sane or mad ? Am I waking or dreaming
In the second scene, more complications develop.
The arrangement had been that the Pasha would remain in 
seclusion until the doctor prepared the family for the 
inevitable shock, but the disappearance of the Pasha., 
a. politician who has repeatedly held the office of 
prime minister and is again cabled to form a government, 
lca.ds to the intervention of the police. It is generally 
supposed - and everybody including the doctor soon 
believes it - that he has been kidnapped and killed.
A reward is announced for any clue leading to his 
discovery, and the Pasha’s chauffeur conspires with a 
detective to obtain the reward. The body of an old man 
found in a cave is dressed in the Pasha’s clothes and 
buried with due pomp. Meanwhile, the doctor is taken to 
a mental asylum, and the Pasha, who has been living 
with the doctor all the time must wait for his recovery.
The third scene deals with an emotional crisis 
which involves the Pasha and the doctor’s wife who 
disbelieves the Pasha’s story. For fear of being 
thought mad, the Pasha recants and pretends to have 
be-cn joking. Awaiting further developments the poor 
Pasha, deprived of his docomients and qualifica.tions 
must earn his livelihood as a small employee. An acci­
dental meeting with his daughter and fiance convinces
(161)
hin that his fortune which the daughter is believed to 
have inherited after her father’s alleged death, is in 
danger of being squandered on hare-brained financial 
schemes. Ihc daughter agrees with her fiance who says 
that "fathers and their ideas, attitudes and experience 
must go. The best they can do for us is to leave us in 
tine". The Pasha realizes hie mistake and hopes that 
the doctor can find an antidote against the wonder drug, 
so that he can regain his fcnaer appearance and regain 
control of the situation.
In the fourth scene the Pasha who ha.s been visiting 
the doctor regularly at the mental asylum with the wife, 
and who is sure that the doctor is not insane but 
merely suffering from temporary mental confusion,tries 
to cure hin by retracing with him, step by step, all 
the events that led up to his metamorphosis. He explains 
to the doctor how unhappy he is in his present guise, 
not only because he has to work in a subordinate 
position and for a. mere pittance, after having been a. 
rich and powerful nan and the prime minister of the 
country, but because he locks like a young man and 
expects to live his life over again, while ho is actually 
an old man with an old heart hankering after the past.
He cannot make a success of the future becanse he is 
devoid of the ambition of youth, and cannot enjoy what
(162)
pleases young people as he knows the vanity of things 5
nothing is new to hin but death, and death is the only 
experience he is longing to undergo. But he sees that
he has failed, even in this, when the doctor, far from 
being convinced that his drug has had such spectacular 
results, tells his wife that the ” young man " is a 
mental ca.se.The rejuvenated Pa.sha suggests to the wife 
of the doctor that the best way to bring back her hus­
band back to health would be to take hin to the Pasha’s 
house and reconstruct the scene which led to his losing 
his sanity 2 the young Siddiq will be put in the Pasha’s 
bed and the doctor will go to give him an injection.
The co-opera.tion of the Pa.sha’s presumed widow is won, 
the scene is enacted and, exactly like at the beginning 
of the play, the doctor calls for the Pasha to come out 
and not to go to sleep after the injection, and after 
a short intcrfrab, the eighty-year old Pa.sha comes out 
locking as he did in the first scene.
The audience is kept in suspense for a long tine, 
wondering whether it is a question of a real rejuvenation 
or merely of a hallucination of tho overworked doctor, 
or, as finally disclosed, of a dream of the Pasha him­
self who has fallen a.sleep imdcr the influence of a, 
potent drug. The technique of nightmare plays has been 
successfully used in this play which adds a lot to the
(163)
credit of Tawfiq al Hakim, the innovator and pioneer 
of contemporary Egyptian drama..
It is relevant tc add that in the above-mentioned 
plays the author has rca.ched the main aim of every 
playwright who desires,above all, tc anhieve close 
communion with his audience. The direct intervention of 
the author whose own voice is sometimes heard in com­
ment contributes to this .success. It must be stated in 
fairness tc Tawfiq al Hakim that his intervention is 
not artistic device but considered necessary to convey 
his mossa.ge which, for him , comes first in all the 
plays of this collection. The reason is easy to detect.
The young Tawfiq al Hakim who professed to be an artist 
for art’s sake, and was accused by the critics of 
living in an ivory tower and keeping aloof from society 
ha,s ceased to be detached.
None of the plays is a melodrama, but the combina­
tion of tra.gic and comic elements is observable in each 
of' them. Tawfiq al Hakim’s peculiar sense of humour 
prevails everywhere, a. fact which proves that he also 
wanted tc entertain.
0 )
iii- In the other play, Al-Mukhrij, (The Director),
of
Al Hakim displays his masterful and subtle grasp/subliminal
(1) ibid. pp. 277; 398.
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psychological forces , where he applies both intellect 
and instinct to the problem of the existence of God.
The figure who guides towards truth is a female student 
of philosophy . who can be the personification of the 
desired equilibrium . As a woman , she is the 
psychological representation of the subconscious and 
instinct. As a student of philosophy she also 
represents the conscious intellect. It is she who 
provides the explanation to the film director* , who 
believes in reality , in the world of materialism, 
alone, The hero of the play , an actor , failing to 
resolve his confusion of the dream-world with the world 
of reality , finally identifies himself with Othello , 
his part in the film. His identification is so complete 
that it drives him to kill his friend Samir , the actor 
playing Iago , and finally to insanity. Despite its depth, 
and the fact that it deals with intricate matters , this 
play shows great simplicity in its dialogues , its 
presentation, and its wittiness , which Al Hakim employs 
continually except where it deals with very profound 
philosophical questions. The single act of the play 
opens with the returning from the funeral of
Samirc He arks his assistant to run off the film to 
ensure that the dearth scene has been properly acted.
D » s Do not forget that I am a director . Nothing
( 165 )
matters to me ex9gP5_what happens here on the screen. 
A. s What happens in life must matter to you also.
P. s In life ? Life is what I create with ny hand here, 
on this screen.
I). s In my view he has not gone. He will always be here
( pointing to the screen ).
The film is run through to the point where Othello 
discovers that he has killed Desdemona without cause , and 
he curses Iago , who was to blame and has escaped. At 
this point f Ilwi ,who plays Othello}enters in a state 
of n-?,dness and declares that he has killed Iago and 
justice has been done. He asks to be led to Desdemona.
The assistant promises to do so , and takes him away , 
so that he can be placed in a mental home. The director 
then talks to a technician :
D. • We have lost this actor , and he is no longer
fir for work.
T. s Yes. But unfortunately not for any wrong he
committed but because he worked well and was 
sincere to his part, he lived in it both on 
and off the screen.
I'. 3 This sort of sincerity has another name among
doctors of mental diseases.
T. i Yes . To lose oneself in any form of sincerity
( 166 )
is to sone extent nadness.
D. i The tragedy of 1Ilwi is that he did not shed
the role of Othello hut remained in the world
of unreality even when he left the studio.
T. s He believed that he was living in a real world.
D. s That is an error.
T. s Whose error ? His error or the director who
told him to live the role as it it were real?
Al Hakim then confronts the director and his 
assistant with the most important question of the play. 
Ilwi’s neice a student of Philosophy enters to enquire 
about her uncle who escaped fron the doctor of forensic 
medicine. The director feels that she would act the 
pant of Desdemona more ably than the star whom he cast 
in the part, and tries to employ her. She says that she 
is sTLrcaxiy wyth another Director, for she is doing an 
M.A., in philosophy on the subject of proof of the 
existence of God. At first the director feels a great 
dead, of tension and suspicion towards the firl, and the 
scene with ’Ilwi’ has affected him so that he doubts 
her sanity ad so. It seems that the author uses this and 
his gift of witticism to lighten the plot.
G. s Look at that screen. Y/hen a. film directed by 
you is shown, ... does the audience see you?
D. ; No, certainly not. The director does not
appear.
( ne? )
G. i And despite this the audience can form an idea
of you , . .. your way of directing , your method, 
and your character.
L. : That f s true.
G-. : Suppose that someone , after seeing your film ,
went away spying ... u This Director is a
mythical figure ". What you say about such a 
person ? ...
D. : Who doesn’t know now that the director is
everything in the film ?
G. : So you are responsible for everything that
happens on the " screen " 9
D. : Certainly.
G. s And the actors ? These , then , should not be
the subject of reward and reckoning.
D. : Have you forgotten that I give the commands ? .
• • • t •
G. s Isn’t Desdemona , at the beginning of the film, 
unaware of her fate , I mean what the director 
has in store for her ? ... The future with 
regard to her is not clear until the end of the 
1 reel 1 . This reel , which you have in your
( 168 )
case , encompasses all Desdemona1s past, present 
and future . . a reel which records the lives of
S'
your characters in their different ages and their 
decreed destinies. ... It is a " Guarded Tablet " 
.«. What is called chronological order does not 
exist as far as you are concerned ... You are
ex')
outside the concept of time and space.
Thus Tawfiq al Hakim passes from one question to 
another until he reaches the very purpose of creation.
,r The purpose of the 'Oirccto* is to create , and to 
infuse life in his creation , that is to say, to realise 
himself.
The play is brought to an end in a way that 
expresses some of Al Hakim*s personal feelings, The 
Pircctor e-sks the girl to marry him , but she refiises 
on the grounds that she likes only the creative artist 
in him , but does not like him as a person. Al Hakim 
shows his own problem at that time , in that his role as 
an artist has led people to forget his human , ordinary 
side. The play ends in a dialogue between the Pircctor 
and his assistant demonstrating , at a very deep level , 
the essence of the whole problem s He " did not see 
that I am a man " ,
(1) See original on page 332; 333*
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CHPTER SEVEN
Tawfiq al Hakim and Social strife.
Tawfi q al Hakim1s T'* Al Ai d i al Na7imah ( S o ft H ands) 
written about 1958, represents the conciliatory attitude 
which certainly applies to his conception of equilibrium. 
It is, one can say, a domestic play, but different from 
Shaw’s domestic plays for it is characterised, besides 
Shavian intellectual divagation,by the Wildean farcial 
twist. One needs to add that this play is a link in 
a long chain of particular type of play by which Al- 
Hakim has tried tc establish an Arabic high comedy, and
0
emancipate the theatre in Egypt from the domination of 
plays of Na.jib al-Rihani and Ismail Yasin whose theatre 
was consistently farcial in plot, characterization and 
tone •
The theme of this play emanates from the ideology 
which demands the abolition of prejudices and cla.ss 
privileges through love and mutual understanding, a 
story of!:prilc and prejudice’5: Prince Parid, of the
ex-royal family of Turkish origin, is a. proud aristocrat 
with prejudices inherited from his ancestors. He despises 
the Egyptians, and considers them fellaheen in the sense 
inherited by the previously dominant Turkish class. Of 
his former wealth he has kept only the palace he is 
allowed to live in, but which he is not allowed to let 
or to sell. New, he lives alone, though he has two
(169)
estranged daughters whom he has repudiated because he 
disapproved of the elder daughter’s marriage to a, com­
moner, an Egyptian engineer, and of the attitude of his 
younger daughter who ha„s gone to live with her. On the 
Nile, the prince meets Dr. Hammudah, a young philologist 
who has an academic degree but is somewhat unpractical •
He mistakes the philologist for a- member of the ex-royal 
family and reveals to him his trouble with his two 
daughters. He soon discovers his mistake, but he has 
already cast off t he "mask" of hypocrisy, behaves 
freely and, as he is highly contented with the compa­
nionship of the philologist, asks him to share his 
palace with him. Hammudah, who likes*, the prince, finds 
in the invitation a good opportunity to help his new 
friend to get rid of illusions and prejudices, and come 
to terms with the conditions of pos^r evolutionary Egypt. 
The two men advertise for a family willing to live in 
the palace and keep house for them. The prince’s own 
son-in-law, Salim, who would like tc help his wife’s
father, answers the advertisement, and urges his own
not
father and sister, who are/known to the prince, to 
accept the post. Consequently, Prince Farid falls in 
love with his son-in-law’s sister, while Hammudah, who 
ha.s attended a, meeting between the prince and his younger 
daughter, feels attracted to her. Both Farid and 1
(170)
Hammudah pirn to marry, hut the main obstacle is the 
complaint they have in common, namely their lack of 
employment and consequent lack of sufficient income.
Also both the young ladies make their consent dependent 
on the agreement of Salim, the engineer, with the result 
that the.prince overcomes his prejudices. The family is 
reconciled, and the two men who had "soft hands" i.e., 
who had never done any work, are found useful employ­
ment .
In the opinion of the literate audiences and 
readers, Tawfiq al Hakim has written a. Shavian domestic 
play, but critics who have read his other plays and are- 
used to his gift of witticism, find that he has added 
little to his former ideas about work and learning, and 
launched a, new as suit on the belief in noble lineage.
Apart from the divagations and the subtle
dialogue which arc mostly Shavian, the way in which Al- 
Hakin represents the problems of social strife are 
nearly Wildean. The theme and the attitude are purely 
his own °9 the theory of "equilibrium" is still working 
in him and affooting his outlook and vision. However, 
he deals with certain serious problems and propose 
serious solutions, thus the following disquisition on 








t ... I thought that my husband’s main 
object in life was to enrich himself, 
but I soon discovered that his real aim 
is to be productive.
s Is there a. rich man who is not 
productive ?
s That1s what you used to be, father, if 
you forgive my saying so.
i I think I was. But may I ask whether
one can be productive without being rich?
s My husband wasn’t rich, and is still 
living like any other ordinary engineer 
in his firm.
: ... The money owned by any fully pro due
-tive man is not his alone. It nay 
appear as if it were his own money, but 
it is not, and a business man may 
appear to do business in his own 
interest, but ho does not. He labours 
for the good of hundreds of families, 
and in order to continue the develop­
ment of science and industry and mass- 
production. All capital belongs tc the 
state. Money is only a dynamo in the 




In mother piece, Tewfiq el Hekin loeds the dice 
in fevour of dcmocrecy end openly ettecks dictetorship. 
Here is en extrect from the dialogue between Prince 
Per id end H exmud eh. Both ncn ere waiting for Selin’s 
decision, but guess fron his bchevioux* thet ho objects 
to their netrincnirl plens.
The Prince. s In short, wc- hevo lost our cesc,
Hennudeli. : Impossible. There is the right of
The Prince
eppoel.
! Appeel to when ? There is no higher 
instence then Selin.
Hammudah ; Is Selin then e dictetor ?
The Prince Whet do you sey ?
Hennudeh : If he’s to heve the sole right to 
decide end permits no one to discuss 
"the merits end demerits” of the cese
he is e dictetor




The Prince c Hush I Wells heve cers
Kexmudeh z Better thet we should heve
telle.
(1) P. 13/ ' 
«-■) U'9 •
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The principle of "equilibrium" which is the basis 
of Al Hakim’s philosophy, works also in his method of 
nharacterization, and influences his choice of personae: 
some of these personae are flat, but never puppets, 
others have a, reasonable social and political conscious­
ness, but never preach. The mental struggle between both 
sides is the touchstone that leads tc understanding and 
consequently to the metamorphosis of characters and 
actions. As a result of this mental struggle, a proud 
aristocrat, who considered other Egyptians "A ra.ee of 
slaves" ha.s come to the conclusion that "humanity is one 
family".”I am sorry for the days when we are living in 
such estrangement. In fact, we are rela.tives, but I 
didn’t know it. Why do some members of such a. fine 
family ignore the existence of others?".
Here is another extract this tine from the dialogue 
between Mervat and her father. She is one of the persons 
who are alive and whom the playwright uses to weight the 
balance in favour of social consciousnesses.
Mervat. s Our family is of noble birth, you say?
Plea.se tell me who wa.s the founder of 
that family cf noble birth ? He wa.s only 
a poor man, who started his career a.s a, 
t obacco-seller, but worked and succeded. 
You, his descendants, call thal a good
(174)
family,a family of noble birth. Tomnorrow 
my husbands descendants will boast of his 
good reputation and call that a. good 
family. Descent cannot bo called good or 
bal. Good descent is based on work and 
nothing else.
The Prince. % Work, work, work. Work is for servants
and slaves, not for us.
- 1-
Mervat. s Work is not slavery. It is freedom.
The play ends in a, way which emphasises the idea, 
that happy endings can be something more than a mere 
titillatation, and that the equilibrium between tragic 
and conic elements in a modern drama creates an affect 
greater than that created by almost all Yusuf Wahbi’s 
plays with catastrophic endings.
In contra.st to the conciliatory attitude this play 
shows tc the problem of clrss struggle we have Hu’man 
’Ashur’s " Al Nas illi Puq" which rejects the upper 





MAHMUD TAYITUR; A CONSERVATIVE APPROACH.
To turn fron Tawfiq al Hakim tc Mahmud Teymur 
requires the admission, beforehand, thrt two playwrights 
nay live under similar circumstances and yet their 
literary output he entirely different. Mahmud Taynur’s 
approach can by no neans he described as dramatic. He 
is, in the main, a novelist and short-story writer, 
and his dramatic technique, even his subject matter, 
is very much influenced by the fact that he began and 
established his literary career by writing short 
stories, so that his one act plays are dramatized 
short stories and tradition-bound in their form and 
approach. Although he is .still living, there is a. short 
biography of his existence. The author who wrote his 
book in constant consultation with its subject, is of 
the opinion that Teymur never intended his plays to be 
performed, and that they arc,fstories in dramatic form". 
(1). However, 110 study of contemporary Egyptian drama 
can ignore him because he is, to an equal extent, with 
and parallel to Tawfiq. al Hakim, a pioneer of the 
social drama,.
(1) Mahmud bin csh Shirif 5 Adab Mahmud Taynur 5 
Al-ICileni 5 Cairo 5 (S.D.), p .66.
Mahmud Taymuacte most recent plays are contained 
in a little volume under the collective title of 
" Khamsa wp. Khumaisa 1 ( Amulets ). The cryptic title 
is difficult to account for. It has nothing to do with 
any of the plays in the volume, which is quite contrary 
to the usual practice of the author himself who used to 
chose the title of one of the plays in a collection for 
the collection itself. All the plays in the volume deal 
with the evils of society and the foibles and defects 
of Egyptian aristocracy.
One of these one-act plays at least confirm the 
opinion that they are only another kind of stories. It 
is entitled 1 The Telegram”. There is no conflict what­
soever in this play °9 nothing happens in it at all. It 
is a psychological study s A married couple receive a 
telegram and everything points to the fact that the 
news it contains is bad. The whole atmosphere presages 
evil 5 the dog begins howling , the wife has had 
premonition that something will happen as her eye has 
twitching which is according to a popular superstition, 
a bad portent. She fears that the telegram contains bad
news from her sister in a distant town and he supposes
s
that a block of flats he own in Alexandria has been 
bombed ( the time of the play is the second world war).
A beggar conies to collect his usual alms. The
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husband is so nervous that he would prefer hiri to go 
and cone back another tine, but , in spite of that , 
both husband and wife show even nore charity and me
more generous than usual, presumably to ward off the
impending evil. Neither the couple nor the audience 
are even told what the telegram contains. The husband 
tears it up and throws it away - that is all.
The play examplifies, one can say, the fear of the
unknown - Man does not want to face it, ft
The first one act play in the collection Hakmat
— d -
al-Mahkama ( The court pa.sses sentence ) is a typical 
of Mahmud Taymur’s sympathy with human weakness. All 
possible human feelings are embodied in a series of 
more or less realistic dramatic characters which always 
cone alive.
The corpse of a newly born girl is found in a well 
and a peasant woman who wa.s sleeping beside the well is 
arrested and taken to court. The author well known for 
his humanitarian attitude , uses the judicial enquiry 
to introduce his audience to a very simple soul, and
leaves her to display her own tragedy, which is, at the
some
same time, the tragedy of/other Egyptian women. She is 
the wife of a very narrow-minded man who wants a son
(1) ibid.p. 5
( 179 )
so much that he has threatened his pregnant wife that 
he will kill the baby if she gives birth to a girl. 
Seeing that the baby is a girl, the mother believes she 
hears the voice of her husband calling her, runs out of 
the house in a panic, so distracted that she is quite 
unaware of what she is doing, and throws her child into 
the we11 to save her from the "killer". All she can 
remember now is her husband running after her with his 
long knife, and that she wanted to save the baby girl 
from him. She is incredulous, and denies that the child 
had been murdered, and it is obvious that she is 
perfectly truthful in doing so. When she realizes , 
however, that the baby has been killed, she collapses 
and dies in court. This what Taymtrr considers to be her 
1 sentence" .
The play is , thus, a protest against the usual 
judicial procedure which ignores the motive and 
psychological background of the case, the circumstances 
in which the deed was committed, and considers the ba.re 
facts only. vrhat gives the ploy its va,lue is the 
accuracy of the psychological analysis, the depth of 
the dialogue which is quite remarka.ble indeed.
A1 Su’luk ( The vagabond ) is a sharp 
confrontation of two ways of life e7 those who a.re 
usually held in respect by society a„rc exposed as not
’OTT Tblcf. pT T$‘ ~
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respectable at all, while the despised ones prove at 
least to be moral. A lady, an aristocratic widow 
leading a life of luxury, enjoys the society of a 
vagabond who adores her without any hope of winning her 
favours, and plays the fool to amuse her. One day, 
having won a, large sum of money at the ra„ces, he shows 
her the bundle of notes and tells her that he intends 
to give the lot to a women with whom he wants to spend 
the night, and , as his appearence is by no means 
prepossessing, he asks her whether she thinks that the 
woman will agree. The lady answers that no woman could 
refuse such an offer. She is obviously determined to 
earn the money herself. She summons her servant, ha.s 
champagne brought and flatters her guest in a ra.ther 
crude manner. When he realises what the position is, he 
feels very disappointed because he has always idolized 
her, and tears up his winnings. The play ends with the 
lady breaking down, not so much because of the 
humiliating situation as because she has lost the money 
she coveted. She drives him out saying, " G-et out you 
dog. Get out you 1 ow hasheesh smoker and drunka.rd:'.
" Abu Shusha, ( the calf )", is the story of 
Monis Bey, a wealthy townsman who, having inherited a 




to look after it. Though he was in love with a young
Cairene lady, Hosniyyah, he marries a country girl,
Yusriyyah, who is supposed to fit better into the new
type of life which soon absorbs him completely. One of
his neighbours, a pasha, comes to sec the farm which
has become a, model farm, and brings some friends with
him among whom is his first love, now married Zaza. bey.
( The title bey is due, in this case, not to the actual
position of the man but to his wealth ). Zaza bey is a
• •
typo frequent in Taymur’s work, a self-made nan who is 
not yet completely assimilated to the social class into 
which he has found entrance, for his manners are still 
unpolished and indicative of his"low origin^ He is not 
happy in his marriage for his wife wants to dominate 
him completely, although she does not care for him as 
soon becomes evident when she meets Monis Bey. The old 
love between them flares up again : they indulge in 
recollections of their past over old snap-shots taken 
from Mdnis® drawer. She invites him to her birthday 
party and both the hostess and the bright lights of 
Cairo seem to exercise an attraction more powerful 
than the new preoccupation with agriculture. This is, 
however, only temporary s since his prize-calf, Abu 
Shushah, is ill, he finds it easy to cancel the visit 
to the agricultural fair at which it was to be one of
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the exhibits, and which clashes with the birthday 
party. However, the calf recovers, and brings Ilohin 
and his wife together in newly found happiness.There 
is a third couple, a nan-servant and a servant-girl. 
They are engaged to be married, but the girl hankers 
after the gay life of the city, and knows that the 
only chance of realizing her dreams is if her beauty, 
which is exceptional pan c aptivate a man of means. 
Fina-lly she runs off with Zaza. Bey.
This play is, on the face of it, merely a light­
hearted comedy. But Mahmud Taymur seems to pursue 
certain objectives , for the types satirized a.re those 
who pretend to be aristocrats, not the aristocratic 
class as such. His bias in favour of a useful life in 
the Country as opposed to the idle sybaritism of the 
capital is very pronounced.
The farce " A1 Mawkib M ( The Procession ) is 
satirical s when the mask is tom off, certain types 
of upper-class society are exposed in their hypocricy. 
The plot is very simple. The young king is coming home 
and there is a procession in his honour. The pe.sha, a 
former landowner now living in Cairo, refuses his 
permission to let his second wife and his daughter go 
to the procession and mix with the plebian crowd. It 
seems, however, that there is no similarity between
(1) ibid.p. 125
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the members of the family. The pasha and his elder 
daughter of the first marriage are very conservative in 
their adherence to traditions and strict in their 
outlook, and the pasha’s second wife and her children 
are very dashing and modern. She and her children try 
to attend the procession by pretending that they are 
going to assist a friend who is about to give birth to 
a child. However, the husband of the latter, a bey, 
calls on the pasha to borrow a belt to wear at the 
procession, and the pasha discovers that his wife and 
her daughter have defied his orders and gone to the 
procession. He himself is unable to resist the 
temptation, but is ashamed to admit it to his elder 
daughter. The imminent appearance of the king is 
announced on the radio which has been playing all the 
time. The pasha, still without admitting that he wants 
to go to the procession dons his ceremonial dress and 
nis sword but is still in his slippers. He tries to 
wrest the belt from his friend, but the belt is tom 
in two and each winds one half round his waist. They 
rush out, the pasha still in his slippers. His son-in- 
law, who has all the tine been voicing his disapproved, 
also runs to catch up with the procession, not forget­
ting to remind his wife to put on her veil.
"Haflet Shay" ( Tea Party) is a domestic comedy
( 18* )
which sheds a strong light on the triviality and idle­
ness of the pursuits of the leisured classes. But the 
author - it nust be remembered that he is an aristocrat 
by birth - does not attack aristocracy as such, but the 
would-be aristocrats, the snobs, or as he terms them 
” the pretenders ".
The family of Sabir bey want to convince them-
o
selves and others that they are important. To find some 
-thing to occupy her idle mind, Fikriyya Hanin, the 
wife, has had the idea of inviting the ambassador of 
a tiny country and a number of prominent people to a 
tea party ;■ her husband who is the chairman of the 
Cyclist’ Association, has been decorated by the country
in question, and they must celebrate the occasion. As
people
it happens, serious-minded/do not turn up, and those 
who do are types deliberately chosen by the author to 
exemplify the pretensions and follies of society, 
however, the number of guests is a good deal smaller 
than the Sabxfrk have catered for, and the servant is 
sent into the street to find volunteers to fill the 
sitting room. But all he manages to recruit are over­
grown schoolboys from the nearby primary school. A 
complication ensues when the guest of honour, the 
ambassador, send an apology s he is prevented from 
coning by the sudden news of an .earthquake in his
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country. The hosts realize the obligation they have 
contracted by opening their door to a number of hungry 
youngsters; they must be fed, and the tea-table,nicely 
laden according to Egyptian custom, is soon a shambles. 
At that very moment, the ambassador, who has meanwhile 
learnt that the earthquake has occurred in another 
country, sends a message that he is coming after all, 
and Sabri bey has to use all his authority to keep the 
boys from consuming every s ap of food. Finally, the 
ambassador arrives, the decoration is conferred upon 
the host, and the curtain falls.
The plot itself is meagre enough. What matters is 
the series of satirical scenes in which the utter 
frivolity of this idle family is exposed. When the 
curtain rises, the Sabris, husband and wife, quarrel 
about the way in which a surrealist picture, bought by 
the wife for a considerable sun of money, is to be hung, 
for neither can make head or tail of it. This scene, as 
well as another during the tea party itself in which 
another couple quarrel shows the rudeness and mutual 
lack of respect of marriage partners for each other. It 
is, one can say, a "oonedie de noaurs”, which conveys, 
quite successfully on the whole, a hilarious but very 
accurate picture of the futility of this life.
It is generally held that Mahmud Taynur is an
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absolute realist. Even at a tine when the fashion for 
romanticism and romances in historical settings 
prevailed. Taymur persisted in the realistic approach, 
modelled on Maupassant and Chchekov, which can be 
described as humanitarian because it derives from a 
compassionate observation of certain sectors of 
Egyptian life. But one finds, when examining the above­
discussed one-act plays,that, in exposing certain 
aristocratic circles and types, he deliberately avoids 
the milieu of "genuine aristocracy" to which he hinself 
belongs. The "aristocrats" whom he mercilessly 
ridicules are of the sham, counterfeit kind, in short, 
snobs and upstarts. Thus his satire is not directed 
against principles or social conditions; he doe's not 
attack wealth as such, or capitalism as a system. Nor 
is the exploitation of the poor by the rich a topic 
that interests him in any degree. His plays are not 
problem plays, but plays of character and situation, 
especially character. In this he differs basicaJLly 
from other contemporary writers • While they are mainly 
attracted by social and class problems, and make the 
stage an arena to fight out their controversies, or 
else a pulpit from which to fulminate against 
"exploitation" and" capitalist corruption", he does not 
make his plays a vehicle for propaganda, of any kind.
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It is his aim. to entertain which does not prevent his
plays fron becoming, almost against his will, social
documents within their own very narrowly limited
compass. The difference between his neutral approach
and the "positive" handling of similar themes by Tawfiq
al Hakim is obvious.
An advocate of engaged drama night say that a
philanthropic approach, even when accompanied by 
a ^
mastery of dialugue, does not suffice in itself to 
change a. satirical farce into a. work of art, that 
Taymur, the playwright, does not take up a clear stand, 
and has no definite ideology, However, a. dramatist is 
not necessarily expected to have a message to convey.
He is not a. reformer, but a playwright whose frankly 
a.dnitted objective is to entertain, and as such he is 
fully successful.
As to his dialogue, whether in classical or 
colloquial language, it is certainly subtle; it is also 
naturalistic, conveying the atmosphere of actual life.
A very fitting illustration in this respect is the 
dialogue in "The Cou rf passes sentence" which is fully 
realistic and abounds in subtle allusions which are, 
unfortunately, almost untranslatable.
It is necessary to say that Mahmud Taymur’s 
attitude and dramatic technique reached in his long
( 188 )
- 1-
play ”A1 Muzayyafun”, published in 1953 f an approved 
standard. His criticisn became lively, varied and 
genuine. What this play has in common with the above- 
mentioned collection of one-act plays is the satirical 
approach which is here half apologetic as he defends 
the conservative rule not because it is good but 
because it cannot be improved upon.
However, the title ”A1 Muzayyafun" ( Not G-enuine) 
is difficult to account for. One can hardly be certain 
whether they are the honest, idealist leaders who 
ought to abide by their principles and stand against 
the destructive power of exploiting feudalists and 
professional politicians, but who in stead, abandon 
their convictions in order to remain in office, or 
those in the opposition who had only one aim, which is 
to repla.ee the government and get their share of illicit 
booty. The idea that politicians under the old regime 
could only accept what is called a ’’realistic policy” 
in order to maintain their main plan of -reform is very 
pronounced. Fully disappointed, Kamil Pasha admits his 
defeat and withdrawal from the political scenes”It is 
difficult for us to do a useful deed for the benefit of 
the country as long as the present conditions remain 
unchanged. I mean the conditions correlated with 
politics and social structure. These conditions have
(1) Maktabit al-Sdab; 1953
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encouraged the gang of decline and corruption to work 
nore actively and, at the sane tine, have dissuaded 
those who a.re capable of sincere deeds . . .All what 
we were able to do is to resort to calming procedures. 
Anputation wa.s not within any one’s power”.
It is obvious from the beginning of the play that 
the corruption of political and public life was the 
nain obstacle in the way of all leaders and reformers 
of the tine. This was due, anong others, to the 
harnful influence of feudalists, and the decline of 
morality anong both men and women of the ruling class.
The play begins with the leaders of "Hizb ul Islah 
esh Sha’bi, The Party of Popular Reform, who have won 
the general election and are expected to form a new 
cabinet. However, some of the Party’ members anong 
whom is its deputy leader,'Afifi, are reluctant to 
shoulder the burden of government. It looks as if they 
are trying to shirk responsibility or are afraid of 
failure. But in reality they have very valid rea„sons 
They are aware of the fact that the corruption of 
society is so deep and wide spread that it is 
impossible to realize any of the political aims of the 
party which can, consequently, be much more useful if 
it remains in opposition. Corruption has even invaded 
the very ranks of the party itself which, in spite of
(1) ibid.p. 13S
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its noble theories, consists to a considerable extent 
of capitalist profiteers and opportunists. Thus Murad, 
the journalist who writed the workers column of the 
party paper and later joins the editorial staff of 
"A1 Fas" ( The Axe), which is the organ of the 
opposition socialist party, is no more than an 
opportunist, for whom his defence of workers and 
peasants is merely an easy way to a political career.
He also takes up the attitude prevalent in society at 
large at the time in question, that it does not matter 
which party wins because its rule is ultimately bound 
to be as bad as or worse than that of any previous 
government. "What have they done, all of then, for the 
poor workers and peasants?".
mm
In spite of the protest of 'Afifi, the party 
undertakes to form a cabinet, in which ’Afifi himself 
is a minister. But Kamil Pasha, the leader, soon finds 
hinself face to face with the inevitable domination cf 
his Government by exploiting capital and tries to delude 
himself that the end justifies the mean, and that he 
must occasionally betray fris ideals to be able to do 
some good. Finally Kamil Pasha, the defender of consti­
tutional rights and of independence of the jidiciary 
finds himself violating the constitution and interfering 
with the process of law. A prominent supporter of the
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party, A1 Ziftawi Pasha, the nain exponent cf corruption 
and the leader of the Senate, has a son entangled in an 
adulterous association, who caught in flagrante delicto 
by the husband, tries to silence hin by nurder. To save 
his son, A1 Ziftawi blackmails the Premier,Kanil Pasha, 
whon he wants to bring pressure to bear on the axanining 
magistrate. The ensuing dialogue is very significant- 
K.P : I’ve satisfied all your wishes, but what you
want this tine will affect the integrity of the 
government.
Z.P. rThere is nothing in it to affect the integrity 
cf the Government. Look what others have done.
Do you want to change the order of the worlf?.
K.P. ;(coolly) I will do ny best to satisfy you,
Ziftawi Pasha,.
Z.P. ;(Also cooly) Do your best? Thank you I (a.fter
a moment of silence )Haven’t you heard of the
newspaper the opposition intend to publish?
K.P. sDo you mean "A1 Pas”?.
Z.P. sl’ve been told that a number of contributors 
in your paper have joined it.
K.P. “I see I
Z.P. c The supporters of that party are growing in 
number every day..They are prea.ching 
principles which will be of benefit to the
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i country.
K. P. * Of benefit to the country ?
Z.P. i People are always tenpted by new experiments.
I nyself want to try ny hand at something now*
K.P. : What do you mean, Ziftawi Pasha ?
Z.P. : The problem is a financial one. I’ll sell
some of my shares in your pa.per and buy some 
"A1 Pas1’ shares.
K.P. ; ( incredulously ) Will you ?
Z.P. '« (with defiance ) Yes, I will.
K.P. ; A1 Ziftawi Pasha, the man who is supposed to
be a capitalist, buying shares in a newspaper 
which fights capitalism ?
Z.P. 2 I’m a practical nan. It is one of my duties
to consider every possibility. Who knows, 
perhaps it is the left camp that will have 
the upper hand. Even if I believe in capital­
ism today, I don’t object to becoming a 
socialist tonnorrow, if conditions of life 
make it necessary.
K.P. s Where do principles come in then ?
Z.P. t The^  principles will cone to no harm. Have no
fear.
Kamil Pasha realises the seriousness of the threat
and complies with A1 Ziftawi’s wish, a compromise which
(1) * TbiclY pp .’ "& kT T 3 5
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finally d^strpys his reputation and political career, 
so that he has to withdraw from the political arena.
Simultaneously, fAfifi’s private life crumbles 
when he become involved in an intrigue with the wife of 
his friend Murad, the editor, who will only divorce his 
wife if ’Afifi pays him money. Murad has lest his 
fortune after being foolishly involved in an adventure 
with a young woman, a. journalist of dubious morality* 
The two themes, Kamil Pasha’s political worries and 
’ Afifi’s martial troubles, now run parallel until the 
end of the play.
The story of f,Al Muzayyafun" culminates in the 
renewal of good relations between the pasha, and his 
son-in-law, ’Afifi, but on the ruins of their great 
plans and ambitions. The pessimism of the conclusion is 
softened by p. vindication, by the author, of the moral 
character of the politicians who, though they have 
failed, arc represented a.s having failed through no 
fault of their own, but due to the inescapable conse­
quences of general corruption. Every party and every 
leader has respectable political aims, but it is seen 
immediately that " loowor always corrupts". However- 
the ideological emphasis of the play lies in two fa.cts: 
first, that political integrity cannot be divorced from 
integrity in private life and that, where personal
> ( 1 9 0
norality fails, the infection oust infallibly spread to 
the public aspect of things? secondly, that the 
so-called "realistic policy" is nothing but cowardly 
expediency and opportunisn of the worst kind, and is 
not only ideologically reprehensible, but by no neans 
can ensure success.
It remains to be stressed tha,t this play is tech­
nically irreproa.cha.ble, and is bound to have a, strong 
appeal to the audience. There is also the gallery of 
well-known Egyptian types, as vividly portrayed as they 
usually are in the famous novels and short stories of 
Mahnud Taymur. The author’s attempt to vindicate the 
inherent honesty of politicians is a rare gesture in 
the post-revolutionary Egyptian drama w&ich tends to 
condemn then in bulk.
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CHAPTER NINE
Nu’nan 1ashup• a revolutionary dramatist.
The remarkable change Egyptian society underwent 
between the two world wars was enhanced by the 1952 
Revolution to the extent that hitherto individual 
problems assumed national proportions. Some of them 
coincided with the x^ ersonal problems of the writers 
most of whom were recruited frern the middle class of 
society. In view of the strong links between the 
intellectual class and the peasants and workers which 
arc closer in Egypt than in most other countries, they 
wore also the problems»of the working classes.
The velocity and spread of the change was 
increased by two factors t the adoption, by the new 
regime, of a socialist ideology, and the stress placed 
henceforth on the peaceful solution of urgent class 
tensions.
The conception of equality of opportunity as 
propagated by the Wafd party in the early 194-O’s - 
thv, opportunity to climb the social ladder was to bw 
offered to everybody in order to avoid the expected 
clash between the intelligentsia and the capitalist 
class - had resulted in the replacement of feudal 
aristocracy by a society dominated by a- materialistic 
bourgeois ambition, with all the repulsive snobbishness
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that this involves. This -unfortunate consequence was 
caused by the failure to apply this conception in its 
true sense. Equality of opportunity is regulated by a 
number of forces, the chief of which is educational.
Only when all the members of the community have 
completely equal chances of obtaining the best education 
can one say the society in question offers equality of 
opportunity.
The limited cenoession made by the old regime in 
general was essentially e. safety-valve intended to 
release some of the passions of class conflict which 
had built up, but this did not result in equality of 
opportunity since the financial resources remained in 
the hands of the upper class. It merely substituted a 
new snobbishness fcr the old one. This is why revolu­
tionary playwrights began attacking the "social ladder"' 
as it was called.
How egalitarian is man? To what extent is he 
capable cf building a society based on true equality? 
These two questions form both the starting-point and 
the crux of Nu’man ’Ashur’s play A1 Nas illi Talrt(l),
" The people at the bottom". To read or watch this 
play is a somewhat frustrating experience, for the
(1) Performed in August 1956.
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author makes nc serious attempt to fathom the causes 
of what is, from the moral viewpoint, a social calamity. 
However, the validity of his criticisms cannot he gain­
said. Various repulsive aspects of the social climber 
are presented with great accuracy? personal ambition 
loads to intrigues and acts of ruthlessness, and those 
who have arrived successfully at the "Top of the 
pyramid" are often corrupted by petty vanities.
The conflict is one between real and sham values.
A1 Nas illi Taht reflects the sharp contre.st between.
the "people downstairs" and those who live 'or, in the 
course of the play, move upstairs. The play is a 
rejection of the conception of the social ladder which 
encourages individuals to compete for the room at the 
top. It is considered unworthy of a socialist society”
" Never alone. All of us should have a better life".
The words are uttered by the rebel of the working-class 
family, a young artist who abandons his job a.s a
drawing teacher in a secondary school, " a futile
' -2- - in­
occupation" , to "fight a real battle for progress",
and to "expose by painting, the ugliness of life we have
lived, and portray the life we should live today and
(1) /I-Nas illi Taht ? Dar al-Nadim,1958?p.19•
(2) ibid.p. 19 * (3) ibid. p.19
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tomiforrow1'. He refuses to climb the social ladder as
his education has made possible for him in the
conviction that it is no substitute for collective
responsibilities which alone are of absolute value in
a socialist society.
The People at the Bottom seems to be a drama of
characters, though none of its personnae, including
'Ezzat, is exceptional. Each of them tries to make the
most of the ordinary business of life. Like the majority
of their class, they face ordinary problems and live in
ordinary situations. Boit the general inconsistency cf
values and outlook creates a conflict between the
people downstairs themselves, and between them the
people upstairs.
Ragai, a man descended from an aristocratic
family, ha»s squandered his patrimony and come to live 
the
with/people downstairs in the basement of a building 
which is the property of BP-higa. The latter is an aged
wealthy widow who believes that Ragai nay be tempted by 
her wealth and accept her as his wife. He admires 
’EZZAT, the revolutionary painter who believes in new 
artistic trends, and who is, one can say, the mouth­
piece of the author. ’Abdul Rahim, a working-class nan 
who has betrayed the trade Union movement in favour of 
personal advancement, lives with his daughter, Lutfiyya
(1 ) ibid.p. 19
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in another roon in the sane basement. He considers 
Ra.gai a dece.dent aristocrat unfit for any job, and 
disagrees with ’Ezzat, his second neighbour in the 
basement, whose education would fit him for a well-paid 
job befitting his future son-in-law. For him ’Ezzat is 
wasting his time in painting instead of bettering his 
financial prospects.
Thre-c plots developed concurrently : ’Ezzat having 
gone to Alexandria to exhibit some of his paintings, 
Ragai feels lonely, and agrees to marry Bahiga who has 
obtained a divorce from her second husband who has 
deceived her and. fraudently appropriated a part of her 
fortune. Lutfiyya, already dazzUd by the promise of 
the life upstairs, tries to cut loose from the working- 
class by going to work with Bahiga’s rich relative who 
admires her beauty and wants to marry her.
At this stage of the play, when everything shows 
that the people downstairs are absorbed by those 
upstairs, a new hope is seen shining on the horizon 5 
Fikri and Munira, employed as servants in Bahiga’s flat, 
love each other, rebel against their humiliation, and 
escape from the house to start "a new and mere active 
life". This coincides with ’Ezzat’s return to the base­
ment with the prize of the competition.
Ragai, who is now repelled by his life with Bahiga
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to the extent that he takes to drinking nearly all the 
tine, regains hope when ’Ezzat returns to the basement*
He realizes that the young artist is no droaner, and 
that his new Egypt is a fact which will scon materialize.
However,the gap between ’Ezzat and Lutfiyya seens 
to be difficult to bridge. The latter has nearly 
accepted her fa/ther’s values. She has tried the hard 
life of the working class, and insists on seizing"her 
own opportunity"while ’Ezzat insists that to seize 
individual opportunities is anti-social, and tries to 
convince his beloved to stand by hin^
L. ... But one cannot live on pa.inting alone.
’E. o That is what your father says.
L. % You cc*n’t deny it. How can you call yourself
a realist ?
’E. s How can I ? How can I go back to ny job and
sacrifice ny object .. ny dreans?
L. i You will never be able to live on painting
a.lone, even if you have won the prize.
*E. s Do you think I en interested in noney?Never.
I want ny art to triumph and assert itself ..
’E. i But you’ve done your duty ... Ycur future
needs to be secured. You are able to live
better than tha/t. I an sure you arc ...
’E. ” Not ne alone, Lutfiyya, all of us should live
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better thru that ...What an I ? What arc you? What id
your father? Three out of millions. Try tc think of
other people.... We are the generation who suffered war
for six years, and you know what we get fron it. We
have lived and rre still living but at a. high cost, in
straitened circumstances, in a basement.
Lutfiyya, who has already nixed with the people-
upstairs, discovers that they arc "shallow, flat and
not of her nould". She confesses that it would have
been possible to fall in love with one of then if she
had not net ’Ezzat. But she feels unable to stand against
her father’s will, though she believes that ho "has
stopped where he is, and will never be able to go 
~2~
further than that". ’Ezzat bitterly comments on the 
whole situation j "Ra.gai was born a rich nan. But your 
father, why does he want to scramble up? Why dees every 
one wants to clinb up the pyramid and live on the top.
The pyramid is already flattening. Soon there will be
®T
no bottom and top any more.
The elopement of Fikri and Munira has already 
stirred the life of the people downstairs. Ragai seizes 
the opportunity to encourage ’Ezzat and Lutfiyya the 
two characters who he believes are able to rebel 
against the past and build their own future. Addressing 
Lutfiyya’s father, a. tram-ccnductor, he says;- Eikri 
(1) ibid.p.18,21. (2) ibid..o. 120 (3) ibid.p. 119
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is better then you, conductor. He is better then ne and 
’Ezzat. Munira is nuch better than Lutfiyya. Neither of 
then worries about security or acconodation. All they 
have is their courage and their young hearts. Fikri is 
right. He says no one dies of starvation11.
Lutfiyya rebels for the first tine against her 
father’s will and anbitionsr "Do you suppose that I can 
accept Abdul Khaleq as ny husband?". But she is still 
unable to rebel against her Islamic tradition end narry 
’Ezzat without her father’s consent.
Fully disappointed because of his beloved’s hesi­
tation, ’Ezzat decides to leave the basement, and go to 
fight alone the "battle of his working class"."Fikri 
and Munira have gone alone. They are not sure whether 
they will get their supper or spend the night hungry. 
They only know that they are ready to fight life by 
their own efforts, and have no fear of the future.They 
are net like those cowards who die of anxiety unless 
they got a regularly-paid job ... Nothing is more 
dangerous thrn educated people when they are cowards".
Seeing that her lover is going alone, Lutfiyya 
decides to go with him, with the man "who owns nothing 
but his strong faith". They both leave the basenent 
bathed in a brilliant bean of light, reflecting the 
p1aywright's hope.
(1 )p .129 ~ ~  ~
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Ragai who lived a life of illusion, gets drunk, 
and cones to the basement, only to find that ’Ezzat and 
Lutfiyya have gone. There are only two people downstairs 
now, Abdul Rahin,the c cnduc tor, and Fatina, another 
servant who hopes that he will narry her. Ragai sobers 
up and addresses his absent friend "You have realized 
yeur dream,’Ezzat. Now I believe you. I believe in your 
new Egypt. Alas, I waited to go with you and live in 
your Egypt, but forgive me .. I have no strength11. 
Relinquishing his room downstairs to Fatma, he says ;
” I an going to the old-style Egypt and shall never 
come downstairs again".
Ragai occupies an intermediate position between 
the people downstairs and the people upstairs, thus a 
veritable tug-of-war goes on between Bahiga, who wents 
tc keep him "upstairs" where, according to her, he 
belongs, and the ideas of his friend ’Ezzat, who 
believes that there must be no people on the top nor 
at the bottom. Ke returns upstairs, but a broken nan. 
Abdul Rahin is, on the other side of the stage, 
recollecting his past days . "It is for her sake 
( i. e .Lutfiyya. ) that I have debased myself. I let down 
my fellows, the workers, because of her ....Twenty 
years of non-stop work . . . like a blindfolded buffa.lo 
which turns the Sakiah, have lead to nothing". He
(1) P . 14-7
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realizes, but too late, that ho has given the freedom
cf choice and chosen for hinself "an empty and sluggish
life- that has arrested his ncntr.l and emotional growths 
-1-
work-sloop-work" .
The piny ends with Bahiga coning to collect her
husband who has been drinking again, while Fatna is
trying tc help Abdul Rahin into his rocn. Unable to
control his ste* s, Ragai obeys his wife and noves
towards the doer:
Take care of yourself-, Ragai. You nay fall down.
- 2—
- I’ve already fallen, can’t you see?
( Curtain ).
The playwright is very explicit in his rejection 
of those he considers corrupted by ; ast ideals ; Ragai, 
who has seen the light but failed, and ’Abdul Rahin who 
has betrayed his revolutionary ideals. For hin, there 
is nc blind fate, or undefeatable inherited nalaise. 
Every cne can nould his life according tc his own free 
will; "There is nothing called luck cr destiny - every 
one na kes his own life".
Although this understanding is accelerated by 
certain ideology, other playwrights, social realists in 
particular, represent such figures, apologetically, as 
victims of society, and try to help then to " discover 
thenselves", but Nu’nan ’Ashur nakes nc attempt v
(1) pp.'!26,27 (2) p. 150
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at rehabilitation. He finds that society is better off 
without then, and lets life pass then by.
A1 - Has illi Fug 
( 1 )
( The People on the Top).
Conceived as a counterpart to A1 Nas illi Taht, 
and written immediately after it, A1 Nas illi Fuq (The 
People on the Top ) can also be considered as revolu­
tionary, since it rejects the possibility of 
reconciliation between the ex-governing class and the 
other sectors of society.
As has been said, Tawfiq al Hakin expresses, in 
A1 Aid! al Np.’ina, the idea that it is possible for the 
new Egyptian society to absorb the former governing 
class, and tha/t the latter can accept without much 
constraint the new conditions of life. This idea seemed 
satisfactory tc many. Mu’nan 1Ashur, who does not 
believe in the good will of the upper class in general, 
has,however, no faith in such reconciliation. In his 
opinion, they are not assimilable. Even if they cannot 
harm the new society, they will never become useful 
members of it, and will never contribute, in a 
constructive way, to the growth of the nation. They 
protend to be really tc give in, but in practice try to
(i) Published in 1958.
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get hold of the key positions in the state. Thus the
defects of this class arc stripped of all pretence and
spot lighted. They rrc exposed as what they are;"the
drones of society". The behaviour of the two rebels,
- t the
Titi, the neice o:£/pnshn, and Hassan, the nephew of the
pasha’s wife, is used as a touch-stone of the morality
and ideology of the upper class, which shows its
readiness to co-operate, but only to sa.fegua.rd its
interests and set back revolutionary steps if possible.
They are of no good at all, since they lock down on the
great mass of the polulation as their inferiors.
More stress is placed on the idea that neither
their outlook on life nor their way of thinking can be
changed by any amount of new influence, because the
evil is deep-rooted. A subtle confrontation between
the morality and outlook of the two sides ha.s been na.de
by the playwright, who shows very clearly that the gap
is too la.rge to make reconciliation between them possible.
This confrontation is sustained by the characters who
seen tc have been chosen deliberately to represent
different types of the upper class, and who arc
contrasted, for purpose of comparison, with types from
the various strata of society. However, the link
between then all is, curiously enough, blood relationship.
This means to imply that aAl people arc essentially
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equal, but only differentiated between according to 
the artificial barriers that divide then.
’Abdul Huqtadir Pasha is a social upstart who has 
sacrificed to his political career and personal 
ambitions all the ideals of patriotism and nationalism. 
Raqiqa Hanin, the pasha’s wife, is of tin same social 
origin as her husband, but has become fully assimilated 
to the ex-ruling class, and unprincipled as most of 
the pro-revolutionary aristocrats. Khalil Bey the 
pasha’s brother, a nan who has neither means nor 
occupation, sponges on wealthy women, and lea.ds a 
dissolute life without much consideration for the 
feelings of his grown-up daughter. There is also Shaikh 
Qandfl, the private secretary of the pasha.. He is an 
opportunist, a type of frequent occurrence in pre­
revolutionary Egypt. He has studied in Al Azhar but 
has not gene bejrend the primary stage. His attempt tc 
ascend the political ladder has proved successful, and 
he still believes that he can go on playing the sane 
part. The point is emphasised in the play because there 
were, at the tine, many people of the kind of the pasha 
and his secretary. A l S v .  because non like Qandil, who 
used to realise their axibiticns by flattery and more or 
less immoral conduct, were still thinking that this was 
possible in the now society. They are intrinsically
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parasites and opportunists. Of this group of characters 
which are past redemption, the pasha is the more 
sympathetic, since one feels that he needs help but is 
unable to accept it, because he lacks the flexibility 
and the courage to do so.
There is c lso Hasan, an educated young man in 
rebellion against the decadence of the aristocracy of 
which he has first hand experience through his relation­
ship to the pasha,1 s wife whose nephew he is. Anwar,the 
son of the pasha* s maid who, a university gradua.te 
suffers from a. sort of inferiority complex vdiich makes 
him very sensitive.
The audience is introduced, in the first act, to 
’Abdul Muqtadir’s family, the pasha who has been 
deprived of his title and ministrial authority, but who 
tries tc remain at the head of some organizations .His 
brother Khalil, who fears that the family’ conceit 
might complicate their financial projects, asks his 
brother tc give u p his expensive car and lead a. less 
ostentatious life. The pasha’s wife insists on her 
"status symbol" but is finally convinced by the facts 
that there is nc place in the new life for"the fine 
lady".
In the second act, which is a wholesale condemna­
tion of the so-called upper class, the pasha’s wife,
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whose authority in the outside world has shrunk, tries 
to compensate for it by dominating her husband and other 
members of the family. At the same tine she stages an 
assault against her brother-in-law, and his daughter.
A conflict breaks out within the family itself.
On the ether side, Hasan amd Titi are in despair.
The former, who is a revolutionary, believes that the
now society cannot achieve an^ progress unless it gets
rid of the influence of the former governing cla.ss.
«%»
Titi. x I don’t like to see you ( behaving ) like
that ...
Hasan. ... How can you like me if I don’t like myself?
Titi s What make you ( so depressed ) like that?
Hasan. i I don’t know. I always feel bitter. I feel
disheartened, and everything is dark before
me.
Titi. ; Why,Has an? You used not to be like that.
Hasan. s It seems that there is something in cur life
that makes us so lethargic, as if we had 
just awakened from a long sleep and were 
still yawning.
Titi. s Is that why you are being so sarcastic ?
Hasan. 5 No, Titi. I am not just being sarcastic. I
wonder if we are fully awake. Why does our 
life still suffer from that nightmare ?
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s What nightmare, Hasan ?
Aunt Raqiqa and her husband who dominated our
past and still want to control our future 5
your father who wasted his life and still
wants to destroy yours 5 and Shaikh Qandil who
- 1-
continucs tc feather his nest from all sides. 
This satirical scene, full of bitter criticism, 
Quids with a scathing epigram of the type which is 
characteristic of the art of Nu'nan 'Ashur. Unn -tftnwar, 
the pasha’s maid, asks his sister-in-law for her 
daughter’s hand on behalf of her son Anwar, a well 
educated man who is still suffering from the stigma of 
his humble origin and she hopes that Hasan, the rebel 
against the so-called class barriers, will stand by 
them. But the girl’s mother, to when the idea appears 
totally unacceptable, calls on Hasan to end the scene 
without offending her visitors.
The nether. s My sister Raqiqa, must agree first. She
must say "yes".
Hasan. :Aunt Raqiqa doesn't know how to say
"yes" mother.
Mother. 1 Do you think we do, my son.
Ha,sam. : We have never said anything^else. All
our life has been "yes,yes,yes".
Titi tries to pronounce the word "ah" which means




"yes" in the same way as Hasan, that is as if it were 
an expression of pain, and asks the mother to imitate 
them, but the latter is reluctant because she has high 
bleed pressure. Umn Anwar asks what is pressing on her, 
and Hasan answers ironically s "The people on the Top". 
The scene closes with this typically Egyptian joke.
In the third and the last act where the playwright 
takes the audience further inside the pasha's palace, 
the hitherto soperate threads of the play arc gathered 
together. The conflict between "The People on the Top" 
takes the form of sordid intrigues and extreme hatred 
and suspicion until the pasha's wife, for whom there is 
obviously no room in the new society, suffers nervous 
breakdown. When the dispute in the Pasha,'s family 
reaches its climn.x, Hasan tells Titi , who can stand the 
strain no longer and insists on staying with them far 
away from the "decadent aristocratic life"-. "This is 
exactly what one would expect. They devour each other, 
since they cannot devour us."
The relation between the two rebels, Hasan and 
Titi, is net brought tc a, happy conclusion in the play. 
They do not marry, but one feels that they have cone to 
understand each ether and. will become husband and wife 
in the end. The play closes with a, dialogue between the 
pasha and his wife. The pasha, is in a state of mental
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confusion and fears that his wife will poison him.He 
feels lonely and forsaken by everything.
The pasha. : I want Qandil.I want hin to write ny
political memoirs, and give then to the 
people before they forget me.
: Stop talking nonsense. Will anybody 
remember you after now?
How, Raqiqa ? ( pointing to the audience) 
Then why have these people cone here ?
: To see ypu make a spectacle of yourself.
( tc the audience) To see me or tc laugh 
a.t her.?
: Draw the curtains ( pointing tc both 











No, leave then open. Please don’t go. 
Don’t leave nc alone. She will poison
ne.
s Cone here. Whom are you talking to. 
s Lock Raqiqa. The people are applauding 
me.
s They are applauding your failure. 
Cone, let us go.
Curtain.
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The reference to the curtain is intended, one could 
say, to ncan that the playwright considers the play as 
the last word on this subject. It can also be interpret 
-ed as an exhortation to other playwrights to regard 
the subject of the fadlurecf the forner aristocracy 
as exhausted and , so to say, stop "flogging a dead 
hcrse".
However, the short synopsis of the content fails, 
in more than one place, tc convey the inherent hunour 
of the situations. But Nu'man 'Ashur proved very 
successful indeed in using many subtle hints and veiled 
allusions which nake the exertions of the socialites 
appear ridiculous. The play which is musing throughout, 
becomes excruciatingly funny in places.
It is relevant to note that ee,ch of Tawfiq al 
Hakim's Al Atddi en Na'ina and Nu'nan Ashur* s Al Nas 
illi Euq represents the opinion of Egyptian people at 
a particular stage of its development. Tawfiq al ffakin 
writing in the early days of the 1952 Revolution, 
reflects the mood of optimism current at the time, when 
a sense of triumph induced a confidence that problems 
such as class conflict could be easily solved. Nu man 
'Ashur wrote this play in 1958, at a time of sober 
reappraisal and disillisionnent when, the difficulty 
of solving these problems had been appreciated. This
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narked the beginning of the attempt to build a classless 
society through the abolition of feudalism and capital­
ism.
One might add that Nu'man 'Ashur*s approach in this 
play is essentially one of disappointed hopes a feeling 
that the "People at the Top" namely the mritocratic 
class, are worthless and ruthless, that reconciliation 
with that class is impossible, since the aristocrats 
will seize the opportunity to infiltrate the new society 
and corrupt it. They preserve their selfishness,corrupt 
values and petty ambitions to hold key positions, thus 
representing a da.gger directed against the new genera.- 
tion (1) cond the remnants of an a,ge that has died, and 
ought tc be buried as soon as possible.
Nu'man’Ashur's play "Ailat ed Dughri"(2) ( The 
Family of the Straight Man) is a landmark in Egyptian 
drama. It satirizes bitterly the post-revolutionary 
society, a field which had remained hitherto unexplored 
by other playwrights. It is also symbolic, for the 
"Dughris" stand for the Egyptians in general.
In this play, as in other plays, the characters 
axe selected purposely and carefully tc represent 
a cross-section of Egyptian society. The spectators
(1) Tawfiq al Hakim clearly expressed this idea in 
the 1930'si V. Al Lis,p .137 (2) Performed 1963.
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know them all and treat them with indulgence, sympathi­
zing even with their foibles, because they are made 
conscious of facts of which they have been hitherto but 
dimly aware. In spite of the insistence with which 
post-revolutionary Egyptian society stresses its social*,
ist outlook, in the play, as in life, there are several
of
types whose tendencies can by no stretch/human imagina­
tion be termed socialist at all*
One of the characters is the family servant 1 Ali
et Tawwaf* This "uncle ’Ali", who is representative of 
• «
the peasant in particular, - he is described as"the man 
who feeds everybody with fresh bread, but is himself 
hungry" - is still barefoot and insists, throughout the 
play, on getting a pair of shoes. But when he finally 
gets them, he cannot bear to keep them on; "the seventy 
years of hard life have calloused his feet" so that they 
cannot stand the constricting of the footwear.
One might say that Uncle *Ali symbolises a very 
accurate social fact in post-revolutionary Egypt. The 
National Charter guarantees fifty per cent of the seats 
in parliament and other consxitutional organisations 
to peasants and workers, but some of them are reluctant 
or unable to shoulder the responsibility. The ensuing 
dialogue is a subtle comment on the whole situation. 
Uncle fAli. s I don’t like shoes at all. They compress
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my toes. Talce them hack ( he throws the 
shoes on the floor ).
Hasan. 2 I told you from the beginning that you
would go barefoot to your grave ...
Uncle’Ali. 21 Don’t want them. Give them to somebody 
else.
Hasan. j Who else ? There is no one but you.
Uncle ’Ali.s There are many barefoot men.
Hasan. s But they are made for you, to measure.
Uncle ’Ali ..You should have given me some from the start
I have been asking for them all my life, but
: . none of you remembered me.
Hasan. s God will remember you tommorrow, Uncle
- 1-  
* All.
This idea is emphasized again and again throughout 
the play which comes to an end in a way characteristic 
of Hu’man ’Ashur who always likes to address the 
audience directly before the curtain falls2 
Uncle ’Ali. ; You are better off now. Better than before 
Hasan. s But you are still as you have always been,
Uncle ’ Ali 5 still barefoot.(takes the
shoes in his hand), you don’t even know
how to put on shoes.
< —
Uncle Ali 5 What did those who have shoes do ? They
_______ made me walk barefoot. You made me walk
(1) Ailat ed Dughni; Al-kitab al Mast*, (s.d.)pp 150;51
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without shoes.
Hasan. ; ( calls on him, still shoes in hand )You
ought to he ashamed of yourself. Talce your 
shoes.
Uncle ’Ali. s ( coming back and taking them) May God
forgive you, Hasan.
(Looking at the audience ) May God forgive 
- 1-  
you all.
C U R T A I N.
The individual attitudes and opinions of the char­
acters of the play are subtly differentiated between. 
Sayyed, the eldest, a bachelor, who places the interests 
of family before his own, is, with his immeasurable 
kindness of heart and great sincerity and generosity, 
his readiness to forgive, and his remarkable sense of 
humour, a typical Egyptian figure. His brother Mustafa,
m •
a university graduate and school-master, is his direct 
opposites selfish and money-grabbing. The t. 'rd brother, 
Hasan, who has completed the secondary studies but could 
not go to the university because his eldest brother and 
provider, Sayyed, has lost his income, is a professional 
footballer or, as he terms himself, M lives on the 
earnings of his feet". It is his main fear that the 
family will disintegrate due to Mustafa’s personal
(1) ibid p. 151
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ambitions. The two sisters , Zainab and ’A’isha, have*
as one should expect, an apparently passive attitude
towards the main problems of the family. They even
support Mustafa who tries to usurp the authority of the
elder brother. There is also Abu er Rida, a man who used%
to work as a clerk in the Dughri’ bakery and ha,s made, 
not always honestly, a lot of money, and who now wants 
to buy the family residence. Abu er Rida’s son, Sami, 
an honest man and likeable in spite of his physical 
ugliness, is a. revolutionary in more than one way.
There is finally Karima, Mustafa’s wife, a simple ana 
naive woman, but a paragon of all the virtues, who loves 
all the members of her family because hatred has no 
place in her heart. Together with a number of minor 
characters, the Dughris constitute a vivid and accurate 
picture of Egyptian society.
The plot, which consists of many intricately inter­
woven threads, is difficult to unravel and gtlll more 
difficult to gra,sp; The Dughris have inherited a house 
from their father, a baker, but they do not know that 
it was mortgaged in an emergency. It is obvious from 
the very start that the family wall break up because 
its only educated son, Mustafa, quite unexpectedly turns 
out to be an egoist who wants to sell his share of the 
house, cut himself off from his family and his past,
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Sayyed.
divorce his wife Karima who is also his cousin, and 
marry a rich widow and lead an independent life in a 
luxurious villa, unencumbered by family responsibilities. 
His brother Sayyed chides his selfishnesss 
Mustafa. 2 Listen. I don’t want to be harrassed by
you.
2 Look, Larsh ( Mustafa’s nickname) Let us
» f
be frank, We are brothers. If I keep apart,
it is in my spirit only. I am with you
all with my heart and mind. Where would 
you go to ? Even if flew into space, 
you would not be able to leave us behind 
on our earth.
2 Why couldn’t I ?
2 Only if you change your name.
2 I don’t understand.
% One cannot cast off one’s skin all at 
once. You have had education, you have 
found a job, you have grown to be a man 
of value, while your brothers and rela­
tions have fallen low in the scale. And
you refuse to share your good fortune 
- 1-
with fiem.
Mustafa has convinced his two sisters of the* 1






necessity of selling the house, and severed his rela­
tions with the family, hut his personal ambitions col­
lapse one after the other. The rich widow turns out to 
be a pauper, and the sale of the house does not mate­
rialise, for Abu er Rida who has learned of the intro­
duction of rent control, is reluctant to conclude a bad 
bargain.
a
Sayyed himself used to be/wealthy, fashionable 
tailor, but, faced with the choice of giving up his 
business or the family house, he renounces his business, 
and pays off the mortgage. He is incapable of making a 
new start, but he , (v/ith the modest sum he earns by 
indoor work ) is still the provider of the family, 
keeping them all, even Karima, the wife of his educated 
but selfish brother. He does not even want them to know 
about the sacrifice he has made to keep them together.
He is suspected of aloofness, of living like a "recluse”, 
because he cannot help brooding about the change in his 
circumstances.
Mustafa and Abu er Rida clash, but the former’s 
son, Sami, marries ’Aisha, and Karima., after the 
disappointment in Mustafa which nearly breeks her heart, 
marries Sayyed. The family can remain together, but 
lustafa takes no part in the happy reunion.
The play, which is a satire on the egoism rampant
(221)
among the Egyptian intelligentsia, criticises bitterly 
escapism and passivity;
Zainab. s I wish I were able to live like a recluse
as you do.
Sayyed. 2 I’m not living like a recluse, Zainab. I
am living in my heart with you all. 
Zainab. 2 It is not only you. Everybody lives like
that. Everybody lives in a secluded re­
treat. look around yourself. Does anybody
trouble about his brother ? Does anybody
(1)
think of anything but his own self.
Passivity is exposed in more than one way 5 when
Sayyed goes tc his room, totally depressed because of
Mustafa’s behaviour, Hasan stops in the centre of the 
« • >
stage and asks himself 2 Should I go to see Sayyed or 
had I better go to my room and rele„x ? A moment of 
reflection and then he is seen going to his room.
It is said that Nu’man ’Ashur is a "popular 
edition " of Tawfiq al Kakim. Though he follows the 
same lines and deals with problems within the same 
social framework, he is easier to understand. It is 
true that he lacks the philosophical depth of Tawfiq 
a.l Hakim, but his ties with the social life he portrays 




Tawfiq al Hakim’s is often either figurative or symbolic 
and thero. is a strong tendency towards scrupulous 
documentation, which is also observable, even to a 




Pathi Radwan 5 a promising playwright.
Pathi Radwan, known as an extreme revolutionary
t
and a prominent member of Misr al Fatal* party, left in 
the early nineteen forties, the party and politics to 
devote himself entirely to his career as a lawyer•Under 
the new regime whose policy it is to enlist the co-opera 
-tion of all revolutionary elements, he was nominated 
minister for national guidance, an office he held for a 
short while, Fathi Radwan*s political career is note­
worthy in that it is examplary of the ideological con­
fusion dominant in politics at that titne*
Shaqqa Lil Igar ( Flat to I&t )^
His first play ( Flat to let ) is a documentation 
of this fact. One of its characters, Shaikh Tulan, says, 
in a conversation with the revolutionary Mamduhs "Men 
like you turned to religion first, but went away dis­
appointed to look for something else.” This is a refer­
ence to the author’s own generation.
What the playwright most successfLilly transmits 
is the general atmosphere of the time °9 the feeling of 
unease and unrest, the awareness of impending change. 
Change is in the air, whether for better or for worse,
(1) Sha*qq Liligar 5 Kutub Lilgami15 1959*
(224)
whether war or revolution - it is not explicitly stated 
what it will be and what it will bring in its wake - 
what is there* is only the deep consciousness that things 
cannot go on very much longer the way they are. Striking 
is also the remarkable solidarity of the people. Thus 
when Mamduh, the revolutionary gets into trouble, every­
body hurries to help him, though he is not even known to 
them.
However, the play is peculiar in that, though it 
appears to be a play in three acts, it consists ' in 
reality of three one-act plays. Consequently, it has no 
hero, i.e. no central figure. The characters are dif­
ferent types of men and women who meet accidentally, 
form new temporary relationships and separate again.
The accidental character of these happenings is, perhaps, 
intended to illustrate the disorientation of Egyptian 
life at that time. The author seems also to be determined 
to intervene directly at certain points of the action.
His voice is often heard, and is often overpowering 
and strident. The plot, or what there is of it is meagre 
end that is why the play would be condemned by a critic 
merely interested in theatrical viability. Its literary 
value, however, is considerable. It is as has been 
already said, a document of its time, characterised *>y 
faithful observation, enlightened approach and valid
(225)
cricism of the conditions portrayed.
The first act, which has little to do with what 
may be considered the plot of the play, is used to 
impart a general impression of the situation of the 
country. Prospective tennants who come up to view the 
flat are aptly chosen to give a cross-section of the 
population? they are typical figures of the kind one 
usually meets in the streets of Cairo and other Egypt­
ian townss ’Abdul Mughith, the porter, a jack-of-all 
traxies who, in spite of his versatility, lives in dire 
poverty.. He is the typical man in the street ? as he 
describes himself s"At one time turban on my head, 
another time a, tar bush? with shoes on my fejat or bare­
foot ? in the guise of a shaikh or an effendy", The 
landlord, Zahran, is the typical representative of a 
class of society which emerged during the second world 
war ( ghani al he„rb) ( wp.11 pro-fiteer )• Although cha­
racters of this kind appear as stock figures of the 
farce and are, in a strongly carica/tured form, the 
target of many jokes, Zahran is not a mere figure of 
fun, but satirizes in dead ernest. When he is derided, 
the derision has a tinge of bitterness. Shaikh Tulan, |
who is strongly preoccupied with religion, is deeply 
dissatisfied with the \¥esternisation which is observable 
in women’s clothes and the new way of thinking. ’Ezzat,
(1) P.. 34
(226)
a rich middle-aged man about town who, though the 
father of a family consisting of a devoted wife and two 
teen-age daughters, cannot renounce his playboy habits. 
E’tidal, or the girl one might call "The respectable 
prostitute", is, in spite of everything, a woman with 
morality and conscience. She lives with her sick mother 
in extreme poverty. Her mother who knows that she is 
dying, has only one dream : to be buried with the 
proper ceremonies. A funeral costs money, and that is 
why E*tidal decides to sell herself. She confesses it 
to ’Ezzat in a fit of anger and remorse, and it is 
this actual story which provides the impulse for his 
consequent metamorphosis. Murad a young rebel and 
leading member of an underground group with socialist 
tendencies is hunted by the police and is,for this 
reason, always restless and sucpicious. There is also 
Tsnshhudat s a by-product of the movement for the eman­
cipation of women, or as described by shaikh Tulan: 
"Such a girl has been spoilt by the mood of the time
to such an extent that she has ceased to be an Egyptian
— 'I —
without having become European" 5 then there is Diab, 
the man from the secret police. They all know what he 
is, resent it, and want him to know that he is not 
welcome. This attitude against Diab is meant to demon­
strate the general attitude of the people towards the
(1) p. 23
(22?)
government to which they are in decided opposition.
Their resentment against the representative of the 
government is contrasted with the enthusiasm with which 
they trcrt Mamiduh and the spontaneous response to 
protect him. There is finally Marco a representative 
of those who exploit the wealth of the country without 
making an effort to contribute to its development.
At the end of act one, ’Ezzat Bey* who has rented 
the flat for clandestine extra-marital rendezvous* is 
seen in conversation with E*tidal when he invites with­
out shame to share the night with him. But when she tells 
her story which moves him to pity, his conscience is 
roused and he feels remorse. He wishes to give her all 
the money he has on him, but not to embarrass her,he 
tries to put it surreptiously into her handbag. There­
upon the girl confesse that she has already stolen ten 
pounds from his pocket. However, this does not break up 
the newly formed friendship, as he has evidently taken 
a liking to the girl who is his daughter’s age.
However, the flat is not used by ’Ezza.t Bey a.lone. 
The porter, knowing that he needs the flat only occa­
sionally for hours at a time, has permitted Manduh, the 
revolutionary with whom he sympe/thizes, to instal his 
printing press and print his leaflets there. When the 
police appears on the scene, Eftidal convinced
(228)
that they are the moral squad in search of prostitutes, 
escapes through the back entrance. The police arrest 
’Ezzat Bey whom they mistake for one of the revolution­
aries. Though he is released after the real culprits 
are apprehended, and spends only a short period in 
detention, his social and political conscience is 
awakened. The dialogue between him and his lawyer is 
illustrative of the changes
•Ezzat. s Forget about this case, and listen to
this fascinating human story. My case is 
of no importance. I have stolen the 
thunder of a decent man who has defied 
the authority, preaching revolution? 
a man who lives in constant danger ....
I have been put in this prison as a 
thinker preaching freedom, but in fact 
I am a drunken fop, hardly worth a 
farthing. They have imprisoned me as if 
I were a real man, but virtually I am 
sub-human. I should be in the Animal 
Hospital ... You don’t know what spiritual 
pangs I suffer though I have never been 
so ha.ppy before as I am in this plane... 
Lawyer. (Who thinks that ’Ezzat has a part in
the conspiracy) You are really a great
(229)
man. .....
•Ezzat. s ...I used to drink, and hod no time to
see what was going on round me. Come along, 
worthy lawyer. Shed your barrister’s gown, 
and come and stay in this prison for a few 
days. You will see that it is Egypt that 
is imprisoned. You will find various forms 
of poverty and disease, sick people, ill 
with T.B., people who a.re insane, human 
beings robbed of their honour ... My 
fellow-prisoners are compelled to sell
their honour in order to live......(1)
Also when he is shaking hands with E’tidal and 
notices that her hand is lightly trembling, he says* 
"You are trembling, and so am I , and so are all my 
fellow-prisoners, and millions outside the prison 
tremble for fear ... we are all afraid of one another. 
He confesses that his experience with the poor girl has 
changed him a lot, changed him" into a human being".
However, ’Ezzat’s metamorphosis comes so suddenly 
that one is inclined to think that the author is more 
concerned with situ&tiond and elaborate sentences.
When he is charged, and listens to one of the incrimi­
nating leaflets read out to him by the police superin-
(1) V - pp. 77 ( See original on page 5^ -6 )
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tendent, he finds himself surprisingly wholehearted in 
agreement with the revolutionary postulates.
The play has been compared above to three one-act 
plays. The author, who has made desperate attempts to 
malce it appear an organic unity, has succedded, to a. 
certain extent, in establishing a connection between 
the first and second act, but he has failed in the third. 
Having left the prison, 'Ezzat feels unable to continue 
his”immoral life", and yet incapable of being a revolu­
tionary s " I am destined to live in a vacuum. I have
- 1-
been uprooted and left in mid-air ". But his experience 
with E*tidal has been so deep that he is now possessed 
of the wish to help the poor. Thus he is seen, in the 
third act, working as the chairman of a welfare soci c-ty 
a committee- of his own equals, consisting of old pashas 
and upper class men, whose hypocrisy and pretence are 
strongly satirized. This "episode" is not too convin­
cing, and it seems that the author represents ’Ezzat as 
unworthy of joining the real revolutionaries only so 
as to bring in and satirize upper clans types.
The play comes to a close on an optimistic note 
when ’Ezzat tries to persuade E’tidal to marry the man 
she loves, Sami, but she insists on rejecting the idea 
of being married to any one. She docs not want " to
(1) V. p. 77
(231)
have children who will have reason to he ashamed of 
their mother’s past 11.
: Is it the end of the story ? 
s No it is the beginning. We shall all 
live free from our past, looking for a 
nev; hope.
s I would like to believe that this is the
beginning, and not the end. I would like
to believe that each of us will live free
- 1-
from his past, looking for a new hope*
( Curtain )
Ilah Ragma Anfihs(2).
In his latest group of five one-act plays, 
published under the collective title " Ilah Raghma 
Anfih ” ( The -unwilling god ), Fathi Radwan transgress­
es the limits of the original problems to deal with man 
as such in his struggle with his own self, with the 
superstitions and traditions which he finds himself 
forced to fight and oppose. No matter whether he is 
victorious in his struggle or defeated. He is not 
regarded by the author as a mere guinea-pig to be dis­
sected, or as an object of psychological curiosity.
(1) V.P. 112. (Bee original on page 34-6)





Thought very interested in what makes man function,the 
author neither probes nor blames, but reports, describes 
and advises. In that, his approach is deeply humanita­
rian and sympathetic.
However, the collection is inspired by anger, 
perhaps despair, but not defeatism. It is inspired by 
what angers him particularly against hypocrisy on the 
individual as well as on the communal level, the misuse 
of religion for personal considerations, superstition 
and the domination by pseudo-religious leadership. 
Occasionally his approach is symbolic, as in "The 
Hangman, and the Man to be Hanged" .
The one-act play "Ilah Ra.ghma Anfih", the first in 
the collection, is said to have been inspired by a 
curious item of information in the press to the effect 
that the prime minister of a* fan eastern country, 
having learnt that a statue of him had been put up in 
a Buddhist temple in the belief that he is the reincar­
nation of Buddha, has to send the police to ha.ve the 
statue removed. In Fathi Radwan’s adaptation, the prime 
minister goes to break up the statue in person.
The first scene of the play shows the priests in 
the act of worship, burning incense before the statue 
of Zahmu, the prime minister. They are five in number, 
one higher in the hiersrey of priesthood than his
(233)
companions. They believe, because of an old age prophecy 
that Buddha, will descend to earth in their time. Also 
the description of the god in the prophecy ta,llies 
exactly with the appearance of Zahmu. Thus the priests 
are in a state of spiritual excitement, expecting the 
god incarnate to visit the temple. Suddenly they ca.tch 
sight of "him", but surprisingly enough, they notice by 
the dim light of candles that the statue of one of the 
gods has been damaged. They try to chase him away first 
as an intruder, but when they see him, they fall over­
awed on their knees. However, one of the junior priests 
who was a politician before joining the priesthood, is 
still faintly sceptical. His doubts are strengthened 
for a time because he finds Zahmu*s attitude frivolous, 
but when the latter, accidentally, asks for bread and 
water, he is confirmed in his belief, as the god incar­
nate, according to the prophecy, is expected to do 
that.
Zahmu tries faithfully to suggest to them that 
they might be wrong in their calculation, and fails, 
Guessing that the ex-politician is less firm in his 
conviction than the others, he addresses his argument 
to him, but finds that he has met with a very astute 
opponent, whose irony is a powerful weapon.
Suspecting that the complications may have been
(2340
brought about by a manoeuvre of the opposition, Zahnru 
suggests that when they revise their calculations, they 
might find that it is the leader of the Opposition and 
not himself who is the inca-rnation of the god, but they 
insist on the a,ccuracy of their prediction.
Zahmu tries again to approach the ex-politicians 
monk; he tells him that he does not want his plans for 
the welfa.ro of his people to be frustra.ted " by his 
being proclaimed a god ; that he can realize his pro­
gressive program of reform " only as man and a, leader 
of men, but not as a superhuman being with supernatural 
connotations ". The ensuing dia.logue is very significant
Zahmu. ; Then any discussion is useless. It is
question of a trick of the opposition,but
you priests do not understand.....
Monk. sTommorrow your work will be the work of a
god. You will be freed from your prison 
which is full of boasting men ... The 
poor will come before you, and you wall 
live with the weak and listen to the com­
plaints of the unknown defeated and out­
casts .
Zahmu. s This is exactly the programme* of my pa.rty.
This has been my work since I went into 








prison for that .....
: You went to prison with the arrogance of 
self-confidence, aspiring to authority.
You must learn how to be modest, and suffer 
the pain of the modest. You must learn how 
to live a simple life without greed, 
ambition, hope or elevated position, for 
this is what a, god does.
sThere is no one among politicians who was 
more conversant than me with simplicity, 
modesty and devotion to the poor. I have 
made speeches and written articles and
travelled and ...
s The weak and the poor were a mere elec­
tioneering slogan. Your simplicity is 
only a screen hiding your conceit which 
has, in fa.ct, no limits. Your sins will 
be redeemed from this day on in the 
purgatory of modesty, 
s (losing his temper ) Stop preaching at me 
priest ... I cannot stand this hypocrisy.
: Hypocrisy ?
s Yes, hypocrisy. What are you doing with 
your gods, temples, incense, hymns and
(236)
waving robes, and the idols on which you
sperid thousands taken from the mouth of
r  *•
the poor, hungry, the sick...
... There is more luxury in these temples
than in the palaces of the rich##* Do idols
and superstitions) ..... come from god?
Relea.se Man from Your Destructive Tute-
- 1-
la.gos he knows his way now.
At dawn,the faithful, attracted by rumour, flock 
to the temple and prostrate themselves before Zahmu.
This infuriates him, and he seizes his axe and proceeds 
to demolish the idols, shouting that he will remain a 
man in spite of them.
The situation is pathetic and original enough to 
require no comment. It s?an be considered glorification 
of the eternally human which is superior to the divine 
in its sympathy and suffering, and in the precedence 
it gives to practical socia.1 endeavour over the joys of 
religious communion and the election of mysticism. The 
way in which the author broaches the all-import ant 
problem of poverty and disease brings it within the 
compa.ss of the social-purpose drama..
(1). V.P. 33 9 36. (see original on page 34-7)
(237)
- 1 -
1 Laitahu Mat 1 ( Would that He were dead ) is 
also satirical. Shihab, a middle-aged man, is generally 
considered by his young wife and grown-up children a 
very just and worthy man. But he knows deep in his 
heart that he has led a sinful life. Having been talcen 
seriously ill, he is expected to die, and he is aware 
of it. His doctor, who believes he is unconscious, 
tells the wife that her husband is dying in pea.ce, and 
promises to visit him from time to time until life has 
gone. However, the man who is believed unconscious for 
a long period of time, is able to hear, and Sometimes 
to see what is said and what is going on around him.
As there is a belief that if a man confesses a 
sin to the person he has wronged, and obtains his 
forgiveness, G-od will also forgive him, Shihab admits 
to a handyman who has spent years in his service that 
when he once requested the help of his wife he really 
had evil designs. He also confesses to his own wife his 
lapses from conjugal fidelity, and asks them all to 
forgive him. Although they forgive him readily at first, 
it becomes manifest when he fails to die scon that they 
never forgive him.
Although his confession has been motivated " good
will, the wash " to tea.r off the mask of double dealing
(1) ibid. p. 4-1 (2) p. 4-7
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and lies ", his experience of human hypocrisy is shock­
ing. He sees, in his conscious spells , that his wife 
and his elder son wear the same mask of double dealing 
and lies. He sees his young wife responding to t&e 
flattery of the young doctor, and that his son is 
really pleased in anticipation of a rich inheritance.
Finally, Shihab is seen abandoned by his wife and 
other members of the family, but he feels quite strong 
and able to face life alone s" I have paid my debts,
and am no longer afraid of anything. I no longer feel
(1)
the pain of remorse ..." In an ironical way, he tells 
his doctor, the man whose miscalculation urged him to 
confess his sins s " I have exposed myself and appeared 
as I really am, that is as every human being really is. 
They all hated me because they hated to see themselves. 
They were ready to forgive a man who was supposed to 
be passing away, but i didn’t ... All the hypocrites 
who ran away want me to understand that they were dis­
gusted when they knew me as I really am, but they do 
not know that I have also seen them as they really are. 
... I do not show disgust because now/ I know people and 
am rea.dy to take into account their strength as well as 
their weakness 11. The problem of this one-act play, 
transcends also, the aspects of local and even national
(l)p. S3 (2) pp. 65; 64
(239)
life, and is given general validity.
" A1 Maiyit al Sakhir"(l) ( The Ironical dead man) 
is believed to be a comment, though deadly satirical, 
on real events in its time. Mugaddid, the leading 
character of the play, is a, promising young writer who, 
according to the then "cultural monopoly" , is unable 
to get his writings published, and his ideas and revol­
utionary tendencies judged by his rea.ders. He induces 
a journalist to fabricate a story a.beut his tra,gic 
death, which also will be the subject of a series of 
articles in the daily press, revolving round his pover­
ty and the dismal circumstances of his life. He "wants 
to profit by the tendency of the public to shed tears 
of sympathy over the dead whom they ill-treated in 
their life-time. The journalist,oin search for sensation 
accepts the idea which he hopes will boost the sale of 
his paper. It is planned that Mugaddid, disguised as 
his own grand-fathcr, will go on writing for "posthu­
mous" publication. But the unknown writer, a. real 
artist at heart, revolts after a while, though his 
genius is filly acknowledged by the public as well as 
by all literary circles. He refuses to continue decei­
ving the people i " This experience ha.s filled me with 
disgust ... What I have scon is horrible and unbearable.
(1) ibid p. 55
(24-0)
People labour everywhere under a heavy burden of lies.
Each of us is entitled to find a plane for himself by
his work alone. I know it is difficult, but it is the
only way if mankind is to be happy. (1)
The abuse of religion is the subject of another
one-act play in the same collection, " A1 Mu hallil1' (2)
A young aristocrat has triply divorced his beloved wife
and is not allowed to take her back. It is time for her
to seek happiness in another marriage. But instead, the
husband ha.s recourse to the service of a "muhallil and
his choice falls upon one of his acquaintances, a poor
but very honest man. Full decorum is observed, but in
spite of that, the wife refuses to be divorced from the
man whose character she admires. The play reaches its 
the
climax when/two men face each other. The ex-husband 
who always thought that money can buy anything, and the 
present husband who always shrinks bavk from complicity 
from malpractices. The latter, though still fearing the 
consequences of defying a rich and influential opponent, 
gathers himself together and takes courage to protect 
" his wife "from the man who looked upon her as a 
" chattel and nothing else ". The voice of the wife 
comes out, this time stronger than ever before ; "You 
are stronger than -him... turn him cut. You are the
(1) p. '104 (2) ibid - p. 109
(24-1)
master of this house ". (1)
However, it is not only the abuse of religion 
which brings about such complications, but also misin­
terpretations. Yet the author, unjustifiably, refrains 
from dealing v/ith the other, and surely the most im­
portant side of the problem.
In " Al-G-allad wa Lmahkum ’Alihi Bel 17 dam" (The 
Hangman and man to be Hanged), the time is neither past 
nor present °9 it is eternity. The same is true of the 
place5 it happens nowhere in particular, though some 
features of the Egyptian countryside can be recognised.
The hangman and the convict are writing at a. small 
railway station for a train to take them to a. town 
where the convict is to be hanged, since the village 
does not provide sufficient publicity for this purpose. 
They are, e„s they say, companions on a journey, which 
is equivilent to the journey through life.
In the first scene, the hangman is angry with the 
convict. The latter does not worry about his imminent 
death 5 he has even succeeded in planting new ideas in 
the hangman’s mind which sets him thinking for the first 
time in his life :
Hangman. 2 Curse those who throw me in your way,
or rather those who threw you in mine.








I used to live in ease and happiness.This 
journey has come like a wind which has 
broken down the door of my house and
penetrated into every room in it.....
Everything has been swept away....
( apologetically ) I'll stop talking, 
s What is the use. Everything is finished. 
You talked and there is no way for me to 
forget what you have said ...You insists 
on being hanged, which is alone sufficient 
to inflame my head. ( laughing hysterical­
ly) Yes, my Own Head. Nobody thought that 
I had a head, nor did I myself. I was 
mostly occupied with finding shoes to put 
on my feet or a cigarette to put in my 
mouth, but my head was left to Cod.
2 The journey will soon be over, anyhow.
2 But what after that ?
You will put the rope around my neck
and everything will be over, like that
( snaps his fingers ).
2 ( raising his fist to strike) WhJat will
be over ?... What did you say ? The 
ideas you planted in my head ? Yes, 
ideas, (laughing with bitter irony ).
(24-3)
Who would have believed that I could think, 
too ? Not me anyhow.(1)
Howevc-r, t e train which they were waiting for is 
involved in an accident and never arrives. The news 
comes that the lives of some of the passengers are in 
danger, and that a chain is needed to rescue them. The 
hangman gives them the only one available, the one which 
manacles the hand of his prisoner, and tells him J 
to go and help, but the convict realizing that the 
hangman’s behaviour is not normal, refuses to go unless 
the hangman promises not to leave the place until he 
comes back 2
Hangman 2 G-o with them.
♦
Convict. 2 I’ll never leave you.
Hangman. 2 You will.
Convict. 2 If I do, I won't come back. I will escape.
Hangman. s You will not.
Convict. 2 I'm a convict and you will be punished
for letting me go.
Hangman. 2 .... G-o and save the people ... I'll be
waiting for you.
Convict. 2 At least you come with us.
Hangman. 1 I don't like to.
Convict. s Do you promise that you will not leave
(1) pp. 154-; 155. (See original on page 34*8)
(244) 
this place ?
Hangman. s You will find me when you come bakk.(l)
The hangman finds himself alone with a child who 
has been brought up by his parents tp 1 view the strange 
spectacle of the man in the red robe, and who is eager 
to"see a man hanged". The hangman assures him that it 
will presently happen. He puts the rope round his own 
neck and says to the boy 2 " When the man in red comes 
back, tell him that I have kept my promise ".(2) He 
stands on & chair, fastens the other part of the rope 
to a branch, and asks the boy to pull the chair away.
The boy, who takes the whole scene as a game, is 
very eager to see the end of it. He joyfully asks the 
man hanging in the air 2 " Don’t you want to come down? 
are you happy ? Are you happy there ?." (3)»
The same symbolic approach is observable in $is 
latest play " Dumu Iblis" ( Tears of the Satan). The 
contents of the play is roughly as follows 2 In an 
unknown village, there is an intellectual girl whom 
the people call a " sa.int " . Satan sets out to corrupt 
her in the guise of a divine handsome young man, but 
he fe*lls in love with her and repents. Unfortunately, 
the harm has been dene, for the girl is pregnant. 
However, Satan confesses to her, and promises not to 
try and influence her child after his birth. The girl
(1) pp. 169; 170 (2) p. 172 (3) p. 173
(245)
commits suicide after having given birth to the child 
whm is brought up by one of the family maids r in a 
remote village. The boy grows up to be good, and has a. 
good influence on others, thus fulfilling the mother's 
pirn to avenge her fall. But Satan finally consents to 
have the child killed to protect his power and influence 
over the villagers.
The play implies a dim idea about the perpetual 
conflict between good and evil. G-ccd may bo engendered 
from evil, but not in approvable way. The triumph of 
evil, as appears in the play, does not necessarily 
imply that the author is a pessimist 5 it is inevitable 




Yusuf es Siba'i whoso numerous novels are better 
known than his plays has made great contribution in 
the field of contemporary Egyptian drama. His plays, 
though unpretentious and net trying to communicate a 
1 message 11, have found considerable success on the 
stage. His approach differs not unpleasantly from the 
modern method of making one or the other figure of the 
play the mouthpiece of the author's convictions. The 
technique of al Siba’i is perfectly naturalistic s 
none of the characters ever speak out of turn, end 
never moke on utterance which would be incongruous 
with his background or mentality. It is by no means 
rare in Egyptian literature for the author to delude 
himself that he has satisfied the requirements of 
realism*by making a character speak in colloquial 
language or dialect. Having done thal he often 
forgets that the ideas his illiterate or semi-literate 
figure expresses would be more fitting in the mouth of 
an uneducated man. This kind of realism has been, not 
very fortunately, termed " realism of style but not of 
expression . Yusuf es Siba'i docs not fall into this 
trap.
(247)
Another fact of his perfectly realistic approach 
is the ■unimpeded natural progress cf the conflict 
towards the solution. The climax never appears arti­
ficial or contrived, and the play is an actual slice 
of life.
" Umm Ratiba" (1) is a comedy portraying the life 
of a middle-class family composed of a middle-aged 
retired teacher, 'Abdul Sabur, a bachelor by choice, 
and his sister, Umm Raotiba, the heroine of the play 
who, in spite of many opportunities, has remained un­
married. Sc have the two domestics, a maid-servant and 
a man-servant, though th-.y are in love with each other. 
All three are afraid to marry because'Abdul Sabur does 
not approve cf the institution of marriage. Now in late 
middle age, the spinster sister has found a suiter, a 
neighbour of suitable age, for whom she ha.s a deep 
affection. Since her outlook on life is fully conserva­
tive, she cannot marry him without her brother's 
consent, but resents his attitude.
'Abdul Sabur turns cut to be the heal of a. 
spiritualist circle and believes in the possibility of 
communication with the spirits of the docea.sed. For his 
seance, he dons a kind of fancy dress with peaked cap 
and stick. He announces to his followers that he will
(1) Umm Ratiba, Al-Khangtti 5 Cairo? (S.d).
(248)
come back forty days after his death. In the first and 
second acts of the play he is still alive 5 in the 
third he is already dead, but continue to dominate his 
sister as he did in his lifetime, so that she does not 
dare to marry her admirer. When the curtain goes up 
for the third time, the forty days are just over and 
the sister is waiting, as she has been commended, in 
his darkened room. She has to get his fancy dress, his 
wooden pattens with bells and his long stick ready for 
him, as he intends to come back to " tell them all 
what he has seen end found out in the other world " , 
end to M give undeniable evidence that he was right in 
believing in spiritualism 11. Her fiance, the two ser­
vants and 'Abdul Sabur’s three disciples arc in the 
hell waiting for " the great event " in a state of 
trepidation. His disciples are engaged in a conversa­
tion which is illustrative, thoiigh in a very simple 
way, of the spiritualisji outlook. The subject is of 
general importance, and their citterances, though 
simple are not devoid of metaphysical depth.
1st. Disciple. 2. If Abdul Sabur can really keep his
promise and retmdh be will be the 
mire.clo of his time •
2nd.Disciple. : Only of his time ? If he can come
back in body, as he used to say
(249)
at our mootings, and toll us what he has 
done and seen during those forty days, it 
will be the greatest event since the days 
of Adam.
1st Disciple- That’s right. Nothing confuses the sons
of Adam sc much as their ignorance of 
what is on the other side. The sons of 
Adam who fly in the a.ir and dive in the 
sea., the sons of Adam who speak in London and 
are heard in Cairo, who move in America, 
and are seen in Tokio, the sons of Adam 
who give speech and motion tm inanimate 
matter, the sons of Adam who understand 
so many things and discover so many 
secrets are unable to discover wha.t 
concerns them most. They are unable to 
understand where they come from and where 
they go to ... why they a.re born and why 
they die. The sen of Adam knows so many 
things on this c*a.rth except himself •. •
He understands many things but not his 
own soul .. How the soul leaves the body 
and what it does and where it goes.
(250)
The fiance* : You are right. But why should he want
to know if it is out of his control?... 
He has not created it and it does not 
wait for his permission to go ...He 
has only to live and trust his maker... 
Whether he knows or not, he is unable 
to prevent its coming into his body or 
going away from it ... You and he, do 
not exert yourselves, it is a vain 
endeavour ... Wiser men than you have 
failed in that.
1st.Disciple. 2One is really unable to prevent it
from leaving, but one must at least 
know its destination, one must at least 
have an idea and not live in confusion. 
One's mind refuses to a.ccept what one 
knows about the soul, and one finds 
oneself obliged to accept it without 
thinking, for if one thinks he will 
never believe, and yet one feels that 
one must believe in something. Why 
should destiny remain unknown ? Why 
should we not have the right to know 
whwre we go when we die. If our 
destiny is already decided and known
(251)
why is it hidden from us ? Why do we 
remain in darkness and confusion "?.
2nd Disciple2Yes, that's true. Why does this whole wide 
world , where generations follow each other 
not know why it was created, and what of use 
‘ people are ? Why do they misguidedly 
follow different beliefs and contradictory 
fantasies ? G-enerations come and go and 
no one knows where they arc going to or 
where they come from, or what is the point 
of this existence in the world, and for 
whose benefit the world exists ? Those 
living in it a.re the most miserable in it, 
since they a.re threatened with death as 
soon as they are born. And they don't know
what death is ... They are told that death
is a transfer from a bad transitory” life
to a. pleasant life. Sc why have they come
into this bad transitory- life ? . . .The 
life in which the stronger eats the 
weaker and in which man never tastes
peace or sees contentment .....
The fiance. 2Who knows ? Perhaps if man know his
unknown destiny and were certain that the
(252)
period which he passes in this world is 
only temporary, and that he has another 
long life ahead of him, he would not be 
greedy in this world and run after 
pleasure ... and want to get as much as 
he can cut of it before he dies...(1) 
Suddenly, the disciples, the fiance and the two 
servants listen attentively, eagerly expecting to hear 
the tipping of his stick, or his characteristic cough. 
All they hear, however, is the voice of Urn Ratibah in 
the dark room. The uneasy situation as will a.s the 
forty days of waiting have made her a nervous wreck.
At last the fiance and the servants decided to come in, 
and seeing Um Ratibah scolding her fiance and ■uncons­
ciously adopting, in so doing, the mannerism and voice 
of her dea.d brother, they believe that she is possessed 
by his ghost. The comments of the servants bring her 
to irer senses. They all realize that their fear of the 
dea.d man ha.d no raticna.l basis, and decided to live 
henceforth norma,l lives. Umn Ratibo. and her fiance get 
married and so do the two servants. It is an uniformly 
happy end.
This play would be sifficient proof that Yusuf es 
Siba’i's naturalistic tendency is very successful.
(1) pp. 188; 192 . (see original on page 34-9)
(253)
Umm Ratiba by no moans la.cks profundity. The metaphysi­
cal speculations on life and death, though lucid and 
easily comprehensible, are deep enough,especially if
one considers that the play is a comedy and incompa/tible
\
as such with the moods of depression and despair which 
would inevitably ensue if his touch were not quite so 
light.
The same qualities are observable in "Wara’as 
Sitar " ( Behind the Curtain ). Although the date of 
the composition of this political play is not 
explicitly mentioned, the fact that it was dedicated 
to Pikrl Abaza as the President of the Corporation of 
Journalists, who held office in the 194-0’s, permits of 
the inference, though only with approximation, that 
it was written about that time. The subject strikes us 
by its novelty, and by the simplicity of its approach 
to an internal political problem. In fa.ct the attrac­
tion of the play lies less in the conflict itself than 
in the extremely skilful elabora/ticn of minute details 
of charmterization. The political facts it deads 
with give it the value of a documentary. It is very 
informative, and even more for the outsider than for 
na/tive readers and audiences.
There is a distinct bifurce/tien of the conflict 
(1) Wat-o. as Sitar, Al-Khangi/ii ; Cairo ; (S.D.)
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into emotional and political. At the beginning of the 
play, the political conflict dominates to the extent 
that it overshadows the romantic interest almost com­
pletely, but the submerged emotional current comes to 
the surface by the middle of the play and fills the 
stage entirely towards its end.
'Az'i
the editor of a weekly magazine, A1 ?£sifa 
( The Storm ), refuses to be committed to any particu­
lar political programme. He believes that a. government 
that has failed in the accomplishment of its set ta.sk 
must abdicate and make room for a more competent suc­
cessor. This leads him to oppose any subsequent cabinet, 
since none of them can satisfy his ethical requirements 
What they profess cut of office is in glaring contract 
with their actual policy when in office. As the maga­
zine he edits is owned and financed by Sab id Bey whose 
objectives are purely financial, and who runs the risk 
of losing his government subsidy if his editor stub­
bornly refuses to conform, he finds himself faced with 
the choice of being ousted from his position or roncun 
-cing his political convictions.
A man as mercenary as Sab id bey can, of course,be 
a grea.t danger to the political life of the country, as
he ma,kes it dependent on and accessible to harmful
(1) Both this name and that of the political party 
A1 Shu’la ( The Blame ) are meant to have a 
humorous effect.
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influences of exploiting capitalist circles. That is 
why the playwright does his best to expose his harmful 
activities from the start. The ensuing dialogue illus­
trates this fact and simultaneously foreshadows future 
developments °
CT
Sa’id. z I am only interested in the financial side,
I leave the principles to you. Cash in on 
them ( if you can ). G-orge yourself full 
of them. I have nothing to do with princi­
ples .
’Azmi. z .......... I have ma.de you a. man of
principle against your will. You are ccn-» 
sidered, at this moment, a lea.der of 
thought, one of the forces which actuate 
the policy of this country. You are among 
the fighters who fight fcr right and 
freedom.
Sa’id. s No one is leader of thought in this country 
No one actuates its policy. It moves by 
itself. Besides, I am c. man of pea.ee who 
dislikes fighting except fcr money. I beg 
you, stop attacking the Government before 
it retaliates. Otherwise, upon my oath,
I’ll transform it into a social, literary 
and humourous periodical, and ensure that
(256)
politics are excluded. (1)
Said’s idea that no Egyptian can have any influence
on politics, which must be determined from above and
outside v is shared by experienced politician, ’Abdul
Hamid Bey, ’Azmi’s friend, and the deputy chairman of
the Shu'la party of the opposition which lies in wait
for an opportunity to bring down, the government. When
this finally a.rrivcs, and ’Azmi speaks to ’Abdul Hamid
of the strength of the press and public opinion, the
latter contradicts him t " G-overnmental changes are not
to
due to such factors 11, he says, " but/trivial , unin-
tentional incidents ". (1)
'Azmi who ha.s welcomed the now cabinet, discovers 
that the change has been, not for the better, but for 
the worse. He turns to his attitude of protest, and 
the situation between him and Sa'id Bey deteriorates 
again.
Having depicted the corruption of the political 
leadership in which whoever has attained the top 
exerts himself desperately to remain there at all cost, 
the playwright shows the impression this makes on those 
they govern. The ensuing dialogue between 'Aliyya and 
Khalid, two members of A1 ’Asifa’ editorial staff, 
exanplifies the attitude of the public to political
changes. ______ __ _
(d ) p. 65 ( 0>N 3 SI)
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; What's wrcng with you ? You don't look 
happy.
: Why should I ?
s Because the government has fallen.
2 I am not concerned with it anyway, 
s I thought you would be very happy just 
because of its fall.
i Not at all........... Everybody in
this country sees things from his own 
viewpoint. I mean from the viewpoint 
of personal interest. It is opportunism 
that actuates people and makes them 
choose this or that political party....
Khalid is a very gifted young journalist who has 
been writing articles and short stories for some time, 
but has hitherto fohled to find an editor willing to 
accept them. They are usually rejected on the ground 
that they are too difficult, and that the public 
dislikes depth in journalism. 'Azmi his own chief,is 
no exception in this respect. So far the only article 
Khalid has had published in the ma.gn.zine he wcrks for 
is a report on misadventure which has befallen a member 
of high society who,involved in an illicit affair with 
a film actress, has had to escape through the window 








However, the publication of his report is of no benefit 
to Khalid, for the unfortunate victim is none other 
then Sat id bey, the owner of the magazine, and the 
article has to be withdrawn. Khalid’s colleague on the 
paper, ’Aliyya, a girl of aristocratic descent, thinks 
that if she signs Khalid’s articles with her own name 
she might persuade ’Azmi, who is in love with her and 
would like to marry her, to find room for then in 
A1 ’Asifah. Khalid is at first reluctant, but agrees 
for emotional reasons - he is also in love with ’Aliyya 
- and his articles are published.
Meanwhile the leader of the Shu’la party has been
trying to form a government, He has certain difficulties
in finding a. minister of finance. Suggestions ccmc in
from all sides, and the future premier’s wife proposes
a "doctor" of whose abilities she ha,s a very high
opinion. The doctor’s name is Za’tar. Her husband who
confuses him with another Za’tar, a.sks the prospective
member of the cabinet to visit him. In the ensuing
e
confusion very effective us is made of the fact that 
an Egyptian will apply the word "al gaoa’a" to the 
people in general as well as to his wife, and the verb 
"sa.qa/ta" may mean the"fall of the government" as well a.s 
"miscanriage"• The prime minister finds that the man 
who has come in answer to his summons, believing tha.t
(259)
the premier’s wife has had a miscarriage j_s not m  
economist but an obstetrician. Finally the cabinet is 
formed, the list of appointments is signed by the king, 
when a new misfortune befalls the prime minister 2 
the economist Za’tar dies suddenly. To avoid having to 
submit a now list of ministers to the king, the prime 
minister, ” trusting in God", accepts the idea of 
substituting the obstetrician Za’tar fcr his deceased 
namesake. However, the latter cannot cope with the 
requirements of the ministry of finance, and the 
government falls again. The brief rule of the opposition 
convinces ’Azmi that it has been even worse than that 
of the right wing government he was sc violently 
attacking. The call for agrarian reforms to be 
introduced without delay, and the insistence on a 
minimum wage for the farm labourers was only a party 
manoevre, designed to supplant the government in power. 
Once they succeed, the idealistic policies, which were 
only the means to an aim, can be discarded, and ’Azmi 
realizes that he fought for a mira.ge.
However, a, new cabinet is formed, and this tine 
the choice of the new prime minister falls on ’Azmi the 
idealist revolutionary who accepts the office and sur­
renders the editorship of A1 ’Asifa to Khalid. It is * 
not said whether ’Azmi becomes a better minister than
(260)
his predecessors, though his good will is not to be 
questioned, but there is a presentiment of failure. 
Amin an old member of the editorial staff, makes the 
ominous remark : " You ( i.e. ’Azmi) have caused the 
fall of so many governments. Do you think you will not 
do it to your own ?■•. Thus the play far from giving an 
answer to the question, ends in a quibble.
(262)
Chap ter Twe1ve.
Drama and Political Unrest.
The series of revolutions which Egypt underwent in 
modern history were essentially political. This was the 
case with the movement headed by 'Unar Makram who led 
the opposition against Muhammad ’Ali Pasha, and also 
with the ’Urabi and 1919 revolutions. This is by no 
means surprising if one bears in mind how long Egypt 
remained under occupation or semi-occupation.
However, it is important to state that these 
revolutions arose out of the middle class’s political 
consciousness, which always identified itself with the 
aspirations of the Egyptian people. The ’Urabi move­
ment was deeply influenced by Jamal ed Din el Afghani, 
whose main aim Was to urge the sovreign to accept a 
fair participation by the people in the government of 
the country throiigh parliamentary representation. The 
committee of three hundred, which was formed with the 
task of promoting this was recruited from educated 
Egyptians, mostly progressive minded army officers, 
businessmen and libertarians such as Muhammad ’Abduh, 
Fat hi Zaghlul, A1 Ba.rudi and ’Abdullah al Nr dim. But 
one can hardly imagine that the introduction of a 
constitutional government was the only objective of 
the committee, since its guide and leader, Carnal ed
(26?)
Din, had always laid great stress on social reform, 
based on a reform of religion.
This combination between political and social 
consciousness is also visible in the 1919 Revolution.
It was the general trend of thought at the time that 
no social reforms could be initiated before the country 
achieved complete political independence. Opposed to 
this trend was the attitude of Lutfi es Sayyed, known 
as the teacher of the Generation, who emphasized the 
necessity of self-critisn and eradication of certain 
national defects which stood in the wa.y of reform.
This attitude which proved most fruitful in the litera­
ry domain, is more visible in the dramatic product of 
the three decades between the dedlo.ra.tion of indepen­
dence, in 1922, and the fa.ll of the royalist regime.
The attitude of self-critisn was e.dopted with alacrity 
by Tawfiq al Hakim, Mahmud Taymur and other young 
writers, ultimately leading, or rather encouraging the 
drama of social critism. By 1952, the preoccupation 
with politics and with social reforms combined, and the 
link between the political and socie.l aspects of the 
national life became stronger than ever before. The 
thirty barren years of nominal political independence 
brought into existence two different attitudes : the 
one responding to the call to " Look back in Anger",
(264-)
which was adopted for several years by revolutionary 
young dramatists, and the other watching the new pro­
cess of life with great cautiousness, which was 
adopted by writers who had lived through the bitter 
experiences of the past, and preferred to wait before 
making a judgment.
The plays to be discussed in the following pages 
are selected to represent the first attitude, reflec­
ting general feelings, fears and desires, in a natural 
rea.ction to the ugliness of the past, and implying the 
wish to see a better world materiaJLize. The second
attitude is examplified by Tawfiq al Hakim’s A1 Sultan 
- 1-
ul Hair.
It is important to stake that the direct politi­
cal approach has, as it was exjpected, been fading away 
since the emphasis has been shifted to the present
urgent national and human causes, as will be soon
J/ -observable in Sa’/ed Din Wahba’s Mosquito Bridge, and 
Yusuf Idri&’s The Critical Moment.
As to the origin of the direct political approach 
it may be suggested that the playwrights respond, 
though strongly, to the feelings of the masses, or 
father to the night-mare-like visions of the past.
They also want to establish communion with their 
audience, and at the same time create or help to
(1) V. p./OS' (aid e)
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emphasize the idea that the system which resulted in 
and allowed such despotism, injustice and tyranny must 
be given no opportunity to survive.
From this standpoint, it is possible to gain an
insight into the new revolutionary structure. There is
the fact that all these plays deal with situations in%
pre-revolutionary society end the accompanying social 
evils. They are a deliberate attempt, following the 
tradition of European liberal bourgeois novelists, to 
expose the tyranny, corruption and decadence of the 
upper classes. But in the case of Egyptian dramatists, 
the whole regime from its head, the king, to its tail, 
the feudalists and political leaders, is subject of a 
fierce attack.
However., none of the playwrights selected to 
represent this political trend is dull0 Two different 
main approaches are visible that exanplified by 
Lutfi al Khuli’s Cafe Royal, and Yusuf Idris’s the 
Critical Moment, the second by Mahmud es Sa’dani’s 
Panaiotti9 District, and Sa’d ed Din Wahba’s " Al 
Mahrusa" and the G-uard ’ s Van. The value of the plays 
in both categories, as social documents, is undeniable#
(266)
l_-_Lut€T_el_KhulT.
Lutfi cl Khuli’s Qahwat ul Muluk ( The Cafe Royal ) 
is a political play, which portrays a number of simple 
people in a given situation. Its real value lies in its 
local types, its characterization and its naturalistic 
dialogue. The playwright’s verbal rhetoric flowers from 
a. naturalistic, colloquial language which is character­
istic of people of their cle.ss in the ordinary circums­
tances of actual life.
Badawi, an Egyptian Jean Yaljean who has been 
convicted for fraud, leaves his prison full of hatred 
and bitterness. In order to survive, he resorts to an 
unusual subterfuge. He goes to funerals of rich and 
prominent people whose protege he pretends to be. He 
says that the deceased use to help him secretly with 
gifts of money to support a fictitious family consis­
ting of wife and three children, and mostly succeeds in 
securing tlu help of the heirs. Badawi lives in a room 
in an old house which is the property of the Mu’allin 
Shuhda, the owner of Qahwat ul Muluk.
In this typically Egyptian milieu, people become 
entangled in a conflict which is also typical of its 
kind. Poverty does not prevent Badawi from forming a
(1) Published in 1958. v. the author’s introduction p.^
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sentimental attachment to Umn Ibrahim, whom Shuhda 
intends to marry. This leads to a friction between 
Badawi and Shuhda who, having failed to forcing his 
tennant by the law, insists on settling the natter in 
his own arbitrary way.
The cafe is the habitual haunt of a. number of 
revolutionary workers and members of their Tra.de Union, 
who also hold their meetings there without the knowledge 
of the proprietor. Badawi though completely disinterest­
ed in the matter becomes, nevertheless, involved a.s he 
is always ready to oblige the illiterate workers by 
writing their leaflets and applications for financial 
reward. A policeman, who was formerly the warder of 
Badawivs prison and also a friend of his, finds the 
papers in his possession and takes him to the police 
station where he is put under detention. In prison,
Badawi meets not only Shuhda who is arrested fcr having 
harboured the "conspirators’', but also workers, students 
and other., political prisoners. As a--result of the 
discussion among the educated prisoners, Badawi and 
Shuhda. find out that they have only one enemy who is 
their common enemy, namely the king. Badawi also becomes 
convinced that he cannot go on living by fraud, but 
has to do "real work”. His first spell in prison filled 
him with bitterness and despair, but this fortnight of
(268)
detention leads to his rehabilitation s he fomrns friend 
-ship with all the people ho used to lock upon as 
enemies.
In tunc with the trend of the times, Shuhda
decided to change the name of his cafe to "The Workers'
Cafe". The play comes to a. close with a worker coming
in for a cup of tea, and the waiter serving with the
Cl)
joyful exclamation Tea. for His Kajesty the Worker"
The plot of the play is very simple : a man is
involved in a situation that sets him thinking and
hence changes his life. However,there is more than one
character who pixaoBnr sfnov i ideas that give rise to
critical activity of a sort that challenges one to
judge, though none of these ideas can really create
an antagonism between the playwright and his audience.
It is the consistently vivid dialogue, sustained by
the
pure Egyptian typos, which gives substance to/simple 
but basically sound plot. It is a continuous comment 
on many themes of life which the plot is far from 
broaching. Some of these comments are, however,direct 
and flat, a mistake that can hardly be justified by 
the intellectual standards of the audience the play 
seeks to contact and satisfy.
The following quotation shows the way in which
(1) p. 144
(269)
the playwright takes up a simple, innocent remark, end 
makes it the point of departure for a scathing satirical 
allusion. The conversation takes place between Badawi 
end ’Afifi, the secret policeman who comes to the cafe 
to spy cut the loaders of the Trade Union s
fA. s They pay five pounds for fcach head, and
you can figure it out yourself what five 
pounds mean.
B. 2 Five pounds ?
fA. i And there arc seasons when heads are in
great demand 5 one thousand, two thousand 
three thousand... It depends on one’s 
cleverness. You can get forty or fifty 
pounds out of it. So you can buy sugar, 
meat and rice, and live like a king....
B. 2 Suppose there arc no heads ?
’A. 2 No heads, you say ? ... there is nothing
more common in this country. You can 
hardly find a man who is not disgusted 
with Him or Them, and this is what is 
sought after.
B. 2 Sought after ?




* A. 2 And Then ? .
B. 2 Rotten.
9 A. : Very well, you are a candidate for a
head• Soneone will get five pounds for 
you.
B. 2 G-ood gracious. It is injustice.
9A. s Do you call it injustice ? What about
the days when I had nothing to buy food 
with fcr ny children. Wasn’t that injus­
tice ? And when ny father went blind 
bee axis e he couldn’t afford the price of 
a bottle of eye—drops. Wasn’t that in­
justice ? And what about you yourself 
when you were a cashier ? They sacked 
you from the office, didn’t they ? They 
also sentenced you to two years because 
you had BORRO/ED two pounds out of the 
till to pay the rent. Wasn’t that injus­
tice ? They ho.ve been unjust to me, and 
now I an trying to be unjust to then. I 
will go on squeezing their necks until I 
choke the life out of then one after the 
other. Yet you cone and talk to no about 
injustice.
(271)
B... : Rc, Sergohnt 'Afifi. Your injustice will never
. cure their*s . Ycu arc hunting peer oppressed
- people like no and yourself, and offering
then to Him and Then ... Really I an very
sorry for you. A hcad-scller. And for when?
- 1-
The ki..(hesitates and points to the palace). 
The sergeant’s "tiny pay five pounds fcr each hea.d" 
is a prelude to jeering criticism about a government 
which treats the people as if they were cattle, fcr it 
is exactly what the colloquial words imply. Thw state­
ment "There is nothing more conmcn nowadays" alludes to 
the spectacle of tyranny, and to the common feelings 
against the king. Badawi’s little speech aim ut the 
"head sales" enhances the effect of the pitiful situa­
tion in which a nan earns his livelihood by "hunting 
poor people" like hinself.
The playwright is also aware of the reaction of his 
characters to the events cf the play. Badawi’s metamor­
phosis becomes manifest immediately after his release 
from detention. He tells his partner in the confidence
trick that their"job as tear mongers is nothing but 
(2)
daylight robbery ". They rre"stealing the hearts of
good people and paying then in counterfeit coinage ".
This change in Badawi’s character does not lack promises.
(1) pp. 50 ; 53 (2) p. 131.
see original on page 351, 352.
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"My follows in prison" ho* sorgues "have na.de no forget 
all the hatred I felt before ... All of then are peer 
and sinplc libm ne ." (1)
Badawi?s partner, who has net passed through the 
sane experience, still believes that everything ha.s 
been pre-ordained and that it is no use fighting a„gainst 
one’s fate. His blind faith in predestination nakes 
hin assune that "nan is fated to play a certain role in 
life, and to occupy a certain place in society", and 
that " G-od gives to everyone according to his needs 
only". Barlai/i rejects this as wrong and unfounded.
" They want us to believe in all this, so that cur 
hands nay be tied with invisible ropes".(2)
One night end by referring to the fa.ct tha.t there 
are indications that the playwright was attempting 
something fcr the throdimensional stage, but abandoned 
the idea and contented hinself with establishing a close 
contact between the two milieux; the slums of the lanes 
and the cafe. That is done by numerous references and
allusions in the cafe to what is g^ing on outside.
11 - Mahmud cs Sa’dani.
Mahmud es Sa*dani's fEzbit Panaiotti (Panaictti ? 
village ) is an attempt tc reveal the extent of dupli-
-3-
city of certain £ypes of Egyptian politicians; how they 
ran with the hare and hunted with the hounds. It takes
(1) p. 130 (2) p.132.
(3) Published by Al- Dar al- Qawmiyya;(s - A )
(273)
as its thenc the story cf the fidaiyyin1s (conn andos)
resistance, since this thene, being om of bloodshed 
and violence, heightens the excitement cf a political 
play 1ikc this.
Hasanain, a building contractor and member of par­
liament, has invested almost his wealth in modernizing 
a villa.ge near the Suez Qanal, in order tc lease it fcr 
accomodation tc British troops. He also runs another 
profitable business cm the side, by employing a band of 
thieves t. pilfer from British camps. His son a. student 
at the university, joins the fedawoiyinen and asks him, 
as the representative cf the constituency, to give 
support• Being convinced that he will suffer a financial 
disaster if the Iritish leave Egypt, Hasanain pretends 
tc give his full support, but decides to help tc accom­
plish their downfall. The playwright stresses two-faced 
policy, since Iiaaanain is meant to be an example cf the 
politicians he attacks.
Seeking fcr an avenger, the playwright cheeses 
Hasanain’s own brother, a broken man who has had a long 
record of patriotism fcr which he had spent fifteen 
years in prison. Thu brother is also typical of these 
who fought a lost battle in the nineteen twenties, and 
came out cf it full cf bitterness and despair.
The idlv,, drunkard brother is, in spite of every
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thing, an idealist and honest nan. He decides tc foil 
Hasanain*s plan, although he knows that he will lose 
hin as his provider. Meanwhile, the son who discovers 
the plan, cuts hir.seIf off frcn his father, and gees 
with his fellows, the commandos , to canp in the village. 
This, however, arouses Hasanain*s fears, and he persuades 
an officer friend to arrange fcr then to he driven out. 
The plan is that a, number cf British soldiers will 
skirmish with the fcdaiyy^- but this turns, unexpectedly, 
into a firrce battle between the two sides, and the 
village is destroyed.
The play closes with Hasanain, already abandoned 
by all his family, watching the village, his investment, 
turning tc ashes.
of
In dealing with thi^ kind/purcly political plays, 
one needs to be reminded of the s^.lf-liniting objectives 
of such plays, which seek tc reach a large audience 
composed of people who are, essentially, simple-minded.
It is an undoubted fact that at certain periods, a, 
political theme may create a kind of communion between 
stage and audience, though it will always be preferable 
for such a communion tc be created by the drama itself. 
It is another inescapable fact that it has been the 
major preoccupation of Egyptian writers since the fall 
of the old regime in 1952, to find in the theatre a
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collective expression of public feeling and thinking, 
to gain a following among the masses, in brief, to 
awaken an enthusiasm that may give seme content to the 
vague conception cf "drama communion"'.
One must add that the favourite of the majority 
cf the Egyptian audiences was, at the time, plays 
satirizing the old regime and magnifying the public 
"struggle" in the pre-revolutionary era. They want tj 
see their own life nirrorred on the stage . they may 
even allow their foibles to be satirically criticised, 
and will never be angry at listening to valid comments 
on txieir common behaviour. But a play which portrays 
or magnifies the popular struggle against the evils of 
the fallen regime will satisfy the spectators who want 
to see themselves as participants in that struggle.
Although one may agree that a play which aims at 
mass-satisfaction is not always or necessarily commer­
cial, the enthusiasm created only by this public feeling 
resembles that created by the aggressive quips of the 
comedies of the kind that were launched against aristo­
cratic types before 1552.
Then one comes tc the question . whore can. one find 
in such plays the society with which contact is to be 
established ? It is a. fa.ct that when a- play turns poli­
tical, the playwright, always, finds his vantage point
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fcr attack in the fallen system. This is the case with 
"Panaiotti’s village” which has, undoubtedly, a short­
sighted ain. The Cafe Royal is the opposite of this.
It generalizes the playwright’s attitude towards the 
maladies of society ho actually addresses. On the 
positive side, it is an assult on the fallen regime 
and a defence ef the new, though unmentioned, regime, 
and on the negative side an optimistic criticism of 
traditions and ways of life which are still in action.
In every play, one usually expects the playwright 
to achieve a "work of art” in which a theme and a plot 
are dramatized, a task which is realized in these 
political plays, but instead of seeking f ^ r  and find­
ing a. vantage point for satire in post-revolutionary 
society, playwrights often turn tc pre-revolutionary 
times, and attempt tc resuscitate seme characters that 
lived in the past under certain circumstances, in the 
hope, presumably, that the audience will stumble by 
themselves upon the contrast between the two modes of 
life. This is also commendable in transitional sta.ges, 
provided it is net direct and explicit.
"lock back in anger" is the turning point in 
post-revolutionary political plays. Yusuf Idri’s The 
Critical Moment represents a new and very fruitful ten­
dency in political drama, and rill, therefore, be the 
subject cf detailed analysis in the following pages.
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111 - Sa’d ed Din V/ahba
Sa’d ed Din Wahba, a brilliant short-story writer 
and revolutionary journalist who was publishing a 
literary magazine at a difficult time when other litera­
ry magazines such as Al Risala, Al Thaqafa and Al 
Katib died, joined the ranks of dramatists in the 
early nineteen sixties. Both his political and symbolic 
plays have gamined and are still gaining an immense 
success on the stage.
•*"1—
i - His play "Al Mphrlsa" is a sharp commentary 
which pinpoints aspects of the feudal, system and attacks 
the king as its head and main representative. In Al- 
Mahrusa, which is one of the king’s estates, the play­
wright introduces the audience to aspects of despotism,
the
injustice and corruption which were/a-ccepted law in all 
feudal manors, but at the same time he gives a stirring 
idea, of the revolutionary ferment in the hearts of the 
manses, represented by pea.sants and educated people 
including even officers of the police force.
The play makes also a powerful impact through the 
plot which brings into relief the ruthless methods of 
the secLirity forces. The king’s retainers on the estate, 
who wish to keep the peasants in a state of subjection, 
plan to get rid of a peasant who shows too much concern 
for human rights. This can be accomplished most easily
(1) Al- Dap al-Qawmiyya; s.d.
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by using the law of the time. Accordingly the police, 
who know their duty in such cases, try to coerce him 
into confessing the crime of murder which ho had not 
committed. They finally secure his confession by threat 
-ening to send him and his family to "Tur", a penal 
settlement for men suspected of menacing the lav/, but 
against whom nothing can be proved.
Meanwhile, in the village, another "suspect" ha.s 
also been interrogated and forced to confess to the 
murder. A subtle contrast is brought out here. The 
inspector is devoting all his attention to the te.sk of 
compelling the peasant from the royal estate to confess 
assuring him that he will have a. more comfortable life 
in prison, and swearing on his honour tha.t he will not 
be hanged. While his mind is thus preoccupied, a police 
-man enters with the confession obtained from the other 
suspect in the village. The inspector signs it without 
knowing that he is presenting the Public Prosecutor 
with two separate confessions to the same crime. This 
prevailing commentary on the justice of the time brings 
the play to an end.
ii - The other political play "A1 Sibinsa" (The 
Guard’s Van) is a subtle attempt tp expose life under 
the former royal regime. The playwright applies,however 
a novel technique by introducing an inconclusive ending
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leaving the audience in a state of expectation of 
another scene. The plot reveals many harsh facts of 
life 5 a girl is forced by poverty to sell her body to 
the manager of an estate 5 another young woman goes to 
the police station to secure her husband’s release and, 
through the police taking advantage of her, loses her 
husband ; a policeman, whose conscience prevents him 
from obeying tyrannical orders, is sent to the lunatic 
asylum, though he is perfectly sane. If viewed more 
carefully, A1 Sibinsa marks an evolution in the play­
wright’s attitude and technique. It also contains a 
promising symbolism which is brought into fulfilment 
in his latest play, The Mosquito Bridge.
r1r
iii - Kubri at Namus. (The Mosquito Bridge).
This play by Sa’d ed Din Wahbah is outwardly also
a drama of political message with the political
background of the pre-revolutionary era. Politics is
however not its main concern. It reaches deep into the
very roots of the human soul and existence, laying bare
the depths of the subconscious thoughts, preoccupation
and yearnings of a. number of chanacters who assemble
beside and on the bridge to keep tryst. The bridge
itself, which spans a rivulet dividing a built-up
urban area from the desert is an imaginary one. The
two boroughs, however, are real, and so is the custom
(1) Al-Da.r al-Qawmiyya; s.d .
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to gather for the purpose of social intercourse at 
stations, bridges and on market-places which prevails 
all over Egypt. This bridge provides the only apparent 
link between a number of people of different character 
and from different backgrounds:the only point of simi­
larity between whom is that they are waiting for some­
thing to materialize. Thus tin. bridge acquires a symbo­
lic significance, though it is not quite clear what it 
is intended to symbolise. Joining as it does actually 
existent, known localities with the unknown, unexplored 
desert, the bridge may stand for the link between the 
known and the vmknown, or the transition between the 
present and the future. Or else it may join - or divide- 
this world from the next, the temporal from the spiritual. 
The play is reminiscent cf Samuel Becket’s "Waiting for 
Godot ,} in that one sees people waiting hopelessly for 
something and no one knows definitely why they are 
waiting and what they are really waiting for, though one 
occasionally finds that every one of them believes 
strongly in what he is waiting for. The play begins, 
continues and ends in suspension. There is little 
auction, and nothing id actually crowned with syccess, 
and so nothing of the expectations really materialize.
Typical in this respect are the two young men who 
came to the deserted area behind the bridge for target
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practice with the ulterior aim of assassinating a. 
politician whom they consider a traitor to the national 
cause. Their attempt misfires, for the victim is not the 
politician, hut a poor innocent man who finds himself 
accidentally on the scene. The would-be avenger of 
revolutionary ideals is so shaken by this error and so 
ple^ gued by pangs of conscience that ho surrenders to 
the authorities, thus shattering the dreams of another 
person in the play, a young girl who has a modest 
little coffee-stall near the bridge, and whose longings 
centre round the figure of an ideal lover. An attractive 
girl, she repulses the advances of several men because 
she wants to keep her chastity intact for one superla­
tively worthy of her devotion. This imaginary lover is 
so real to her that she often believes herself, in her 
day-dreams, already married to him or even pregnant 
looking forward to bearing a son who will have all the 
noble features of his ideal father. It is no wonder 
that when a charming young man appears on the scene she 
believes that her ideal lover has materialized though 
he never confesses his love to her. She is a. kind of 
accomplice in his deed, for she keeps his gun in trust 
for him and believes in the loftiness of his motives.
The cruel disappointment at his disappearance is also, 
in a way, typical for the atmosphere of failure which
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permeates the play. The failure is still more complete 
in the ca.se of the old woman who has lost her son in a 
political demonstration in which a number of University 
students were killed by being thrown from a bridge into 
the water. She holds long conversations with her dead 
son, actually believing that she sees his face in the 
water and hears his voice answering her, and expects 
him to return to her at any moment. Fa.ilure also threat 
-ens another character, who is really a. darwish of the 
type called " magdhub", i.e. a cross between a pious 
man and a. me.dman. He is under the spell of a story that 
a man used to pray to the saint, Es Sayyid el Badawi, 
to show himself to him, but died immediately when his 
wish v/as fulfilled. He is also waiting for such a 
miracle, and it is obvious that the darwish is really 
waiting for death. As not otherwise expected in this 
play of failure, the darwish stays alive.
(284)
Yusuf Idris.
A Tendency Towards Sclf-critism.
In 1958, Yusuf Idris, well known to readers of 
modern Egyptian literature as a brilliant short-story 
writer, entered like many other Egyptian novelists, the 
field of drama which proved to have tremendous poten­
tialities. However, he is not concerned with the achieve­
ments of the past or problems of the pro-revolutionary 
society, but with social defects which still exist in 
post-revolutionary community. His first play, "A1 Lahzah
• O
al Harigah" is more indicative of this attitude. Besides, 
it shows his sound understanding of the main tendencies 
in drama, and more especially the new trend of "socialist 
rcalis,'1. Judging by the general standard of the litera­
ry output of the Suez Van, a great deal of which is 
influenced by immediate experiences to the extent that 
reduces a work of art to mere propaganda, this play may 
be regarded as a valid social document.
The repeated accusation that Yusuf Idris believed 
in communism as a solution of the social problems 
facing the pre-revolutionary Egyptian society malces it 
a.dvisable to begin by discussing it. The reason for this 
lies in the fact that any work of literature, necessarily, 
implies the ideology of its writer, though it has been 
already maintained that this study does not deal with
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ideological criticism.
Such allegations against political opponents are 
a common occurrence in Egypt under the old regime, and 
unless they remained hanging over the head of the 
writer for some years after the 1952 Revolution, any 
attempt to discussion of them will be unnecessary.
As far as his literary works are concerned, no 
convincing evidence has been found that he prea,ched any 
communist idea. But his approach resembles, to a. great 
extent, that distinguishing "Critical Realism".
His first play "A1 Lahzat ul Harijah" ( The 0riti-
• • •
cal Moment ), written about the Suez V/ar, deals with a 
very new situation in post-revolutionary society. It 
portrays the reaction of p. middle class family towards 
this war, and uses it as a prelude to an accurate and a 
valid analysis of the society in question.
The audience is introduced all at once to the 
passive and positive sides of their life. There is Haj 
Nassar, the father, who honestly responds to fears and 
feelings which he still preserves from monarchial Egypt; 
the son, Sa’d, who struggles to drop the negative factors 
he ha.s inherited, but finds himself unable to get rid of 
them 5 the soldier, George, who does not believe in 
war but is forced to fight and kill. There is also a 
number of simple people, but never puppets, whose
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reaction to life is honest and sincere.
In the more common play of this kind, the father 
often bids his son a warm farewell, and welcomes his 
going to defend his country. The son usually goes,fights 
bravely and is wounded or killed. In many cases, he 
loses an arm or leg, and is brought to the hospital 
where his fiancee is working as a volunteer nurse and 
the play comes to its happy ending vath the proud fiancee 
welcoming the hero, not the man disfigured by war.
But in this play, the whole situation is completely 
different. Ha.j Hassar insists on preventing his son from 
going to war. He locks him in, and keeps the key in his 
pocket. He ha.d lived his life, as a child and young man, 
deprived of the legal rights of human beings, and is not 
prepared under any circumstance to let his son be killed 
in a battle which is no concern of theirs.
Father. i For whom do you want to fight ?
Son. ; For ourselves. For you, for my brother,
Mus7 ad and my mother, for our neighbours 
our relatives and our friends, for the 
people of our town, for all Egyptians... 
Father.  ^What are you talking about ? Who are
those you call neighbours ...? Ho one 
felt hungry when I was starving. None 
seemed willing to give me any of his
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clotlieo w h e n I was nearly naked. Do you
ask me to suffer hunger alone and fight
for them after all ? What is Egypt ? It
is not Egypt that brought you up. Egypt
has not helped you to go to school. No
one in Egypt suffered for you but me.(l)
The conflict is not between two generations, but
between two different ways of thinking. Haj Nassar is♦ *
still judging the present by the past, so he believes 
that ’’those to whom Egypt belongs must defend it ’’.But 
Sa’d the son, is inclined to believe that the country 
belongs to them all, and that every one must defend it.
In his heart, he strongly feels the fears of his up­
bringing, and wishes to find out whether or not he will 
really be able to bean the responsibilities of a citizen 
in a free country. "Perhaps I am rea.lly going to defend 
the country" he tells his father, "But to tell the truth— 
I have another reason. I wish to know ... how I am 
going to behave at the critical moment"(2)
In the first scene, Haj Nassar is seen enjoying 
a happy family life, typical of that of any Egyptian 
middle class family. His elder son , Mus’ad, who is 
looking after his father’s small carpentry firm, lives 
with his wife - in the family residence, so
(1) P* 75 (2) p. r76
see original on page 353 •
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do Sa’d, a university student, the mother and two
daughters. Suddenly, the family daily life is upset by
the consequences of the nationalizati 011 of the Suez
Canal. The whole ,country must be prepared for the
expected military action. But Haj Nassar insists that
"one will never bo attacked unless he is the first to
attack", and strongly prevented his son, Sa’d, from
joining the N ational Guard. The military mobilization
is, for him, "nothing but a mere bluster"2 "The British
soldiers attack only those who attack them"•
Safd, who has begun his military training without
his father’s consent, fanes "his critical moment" when
he is asked to join the commandos in Port Said. He finds
himself faced with the choice of two things; the fear
caused by the negative factors he has inherited, on the
one hand, and the scandal of being a coward in the eyes
of his fellows, on the other. He tries faithfully to
overcome his fear s "Bo you know what is the problem,
not
Sa’d ?, he says to himself, "You are/afraid. The story 
(of your fear) means only one thing, that is you arc 
afraid that your fears will overcome you at the moment 
of serious action. Exactly ’. you fear your fear. I 
actually feel it now. I feel a.s if the sky were 
covered with clouds of fear, and that it is going to 
rain. Never mind .. I must resist all (sorts of fears).
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Where has this feeling come from ? All right •• A mouse
does not fear a mouse, and a lion does not fear a lion.
I will never fear. It is a foolish weakness that I must 
get rid of. Long live Egypt, boy.(57). However, the 
father settles his problem, though temporarily, when he 
locks him in his own room. Sa’d who knows that the room 
is not properly locked, contents himself with empty 
shouts and protests, a mere attempt at self-deception.
The critical moment overshadows the whole country 
when the war breaks out, but Haj Nassar is still unable 
to understand the logic of events, and holds fast to his 
belief. Even when the town is bombed and the house next 
to his is destroyed, he buries himself in deep prayer 
in order to forget, or rather to escape the whole 
situation.
The events of the play develoio quickly in the 
second act, and the audience is introduced to George 
and Arthur, two British soldiers, who have just 
received an order to attack Haj Nassar’s house in search 
of members of the National Guard. They have fifteen 
minutes before the zero hour starts, a very short time 
for George, the humanitarian intellectual, to reconsider 
his ideas about war, courage end cowardice, love and 
hatred, friendship and enmity. The ensuing dialogue 
between two soldiers is worth quoting :
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G-. ; You’ll go there, Arthur ( pointing to the oppo-
-site flat).
A. ; As you wish . . would you like to change with mer: 
You know I’m lucky in such occasions.
G- • : Lucky ?t/
A. t My luck is always wonderful. In such places, and
in every country we fought before, I never
got but a handful of mice.
G-. : I hope no mouse will get you this time.
A. ; This is the talk of a man who is afraid for his
life, George. Do you feel afraid ?
G-. t Me ? I don’t know.
A. i I  myself know. I am ready to kill one thousand
of these Egyptians before being killed by one of 
them.
G-. : My problem is that I am afraid that that one will
kill me.
A. s Are you serious. This is cowardice, you know it 
is.
G. 5 Why don’t you call it love of life, Arthur ?
• • # • • •  • • •
A. 2 Do you prefer to go back a coward ?
G. s To tell you the truth, I prefer to go back, that
is all.
(291)
A. 5 ...You know war is war. If you do not kill your
enemy, he will kill you. Do you know that ? ...
In a few minutes either you or yoiir enemy will 
be dead, and you. are the one who has to choose 
who will be the killed man and who will be the 
killer.
• • •  • • •  • • •
G-. s I don’t know why the one must kill the other.
Isn’t it a, foolish comedy ?
A. ; But this is the law of life..Either you or him.
G-. i Who forged such a foolish thing and attributed
it to life ?
A. : You idiot, do you think it now a convenient time
to reconsider wha.t is real and what is false.
Think as you like and you’ll find yourself e„
dead body even before you come to an answer. In
this moment you have no choice at all., either
(O
kill or be killed. (114)
At the zero hour, G-eorge forces the doer open and
finds Haj Nassar standing in the hall in prayer. Natur- % *
ally he is unable to see in him the simple man he reaJLly 
is, but the1'enemy"he hen to kill. The danger is over now, 
and it is easy for George to see the other side of the 
problem. He first tries to find an excuse for shooting 
the man s "Surely he wanted to kill me first. I was____
(1) See original on page 353.
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defending myself* How could I know that he was unarmed?”
But this attempt at self-delusion foils when Sawsan,
Nassar*s little daughter, comes into the hall. The girl 
% *
is of the same age and ha.s the same features as Shirley, 
George's little daughter whom he has left behind in 
Scotland. This together with the word "Pa/pa n which 
Sav/san utters in the same childish way as Shirley, 
draws George strongly back to the real situation i
George Good God I She is my daughter. But why does 
she speak this barbarous language ? She is 
Shirley.
Sawsan s (looking at him but addressing her father) 
Papa... Papa .
George sDevils in Hell I She is my daughter.No.No, 
impossible. She is his daughter. Listen.Are 
you my daughter or his. Speak .. Tell me or 
I’ll fire.
Saws an : ( who is plea.sed by the gun in his hand )
it
Give/ to mo ( tries to take the gun ).
George ; ( pushing her strongly away ) No, you are 
his daughter. You’re an enemy. Y/hoevcr 
tries to disarm me is my enemy. Up with 
your hands. All of you.
Saws an, who hurries to hide herself in the bosom 
of her fa.ther, discovers the blood. She a.ddrosses George
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in an admonishing way »
Saws an . Look, you’ve injured "papa1* . Why have you
injured him ? Why have you injured "papa" ?
George l My Lord I My head will burst. I think I
understand what she says .. . Their language 
is no longer barbarous... It seems as if 
Shirley were speaking to mo.
Sawsan s (loudly) Why have you injured him ? Tell me.
Why ?
George . (out of breath) Exactly. I know what you’re
talking about. You blame me ..You persecute
me (Loudly). Devils in hell ’. I’m going mad.
If I were in the- presence of God at the Day 
of Judgement, I wouldn’t be sc ashamed of 
myself. Forgive me,little girl. I was defen­
ding myself. (120 - 121 )
By this last sentence, the playwright demonstrates 
that George is no longer able to deceive himself ; his 
conscience is already awakened and it will be very diffi 
-cult to go on any further in self-deception. When his 
officer comes to find o w t what has happened to him, he 
finds that the shock was stronger than he could bear ! 
George. e Arrest me, Sir,
Officer. r Arrest you ? Why ?
George. „ I have committed a crime.
( \ ") ^ Kv<^lhQ I Cv\ 3  f)S
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Officer z At the time being, no crime is considered
except ncglection of orders.
G-. t My crime, Sir, is carrying out orders.
0. r Then, no offence has been committed. ''That
have you done ?
G. : I’ve killed a father.
0. s He is an enemy.
G. He is a father.
0. i The father of whom ?
G. •; Shirley’s father.
0. : Who is Shirley ?
G. c My daughter.
0. ; ( with a faint smile ) That means you’ve
killed yourself.
G. s Yes, Sir. It is exactly what happened. I
(0
have killed myself.
This explains the playwright’s ideology and human­
itarian attitude. Sa’d, who was hiding under the bed 
all the time, comes out and sees his father bleeding.
Haj Nassar moves his head and opens his eyes :
Nassar . Sa’d.?
Sa’d : The door was open ... What has happened to 
you, father ?



















Has ho injured you, father ?
No. Ho has killed me.
How did he kill you, farther. The door ...
( interrupting him ) Never mind. I’ve made a 
fool of you. The door wasn’t properly locked. 
Sawsan was able to open it herself, but you 
imagined that I had locked you in.
Perhaps I myself was aware of this, father.
I don’t believe it, son.
• t o t  t o o l
It is me who killed you, father.
He who killed me is an Englishman.
I was able to open the door.
If you did you would get yourself killed as 
well as me.
I’ve bought my life with fear...
Never mind ... Why not? Ho who brought you up 
felt deadly afraid of you , that is why you’ve 
grown up afraid for yourself. Damn the father 
who brought you up. Damn my own fa.th.er too. 
You always consider yourself responsible for 
everything, even my own fear.
2 Don’t worry, Sa’d. I am finished, and it is 
all right for me. But do you know that I 
would like my days back again. I would like
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to live another life, different from the
life which I lived before. To live without
fear. To live without enduring any insult,
amd bring you up again without being afraid
for you. I swear that he who a-ccepts an
obsequious life deserves fairly not to stay 
O')
alive at all. ( 126-27).
The father’s death pushes Sa’d to the other extreme. 
He is no longer unable to overcome fears "Was it
necessary to die, dear father, in order to be able to 
overcome my fear,!? ( 137).
In the play, the interaction between the characters 
and life is obvious. This shows the playwright’s sound 
understanding of the new real ism. Refects and foibles are 
•Sjcposad, out as Accidental,not essential rnialaio<?s , which 
reflects the playwright’s ideology. Although humanita­
rian, as appears in his sympathy with the natural good­
ness of the human race, the playwright is by no means 
apologetic.
From the dialectical viewpoint, a. Critical Moment, 
by putting man to the test of fire and water, helps him 
to discover himself and to reconsider his ideology to 
find out what is right and what is wrong. This idea is 
emphasized again and a.gain all through the play. The 
passive attitude of Haj Nassar is inevitable. Because
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of the exploitation of the country’s resources to serve 
the interests of a small group of feudalists he became 
convinced that ’’Egypt does not belong to him”, but 
belongs to those who dominate everything and ha.ve left 
him”hungry and ignorant like a. real ox” .
The character’s auctions and reactions arc natural­
istic enough, and th(/play in general is a sharp attack 
on the "fatal lies ”, and a very subtle attempt to 
expose the contradiction between theory and practice. 
The play also comprises a sound analysis of many casess 
ideology is not something given, but something to be 
discussed and worked out, as is obvious in the ca.se of
Haj Nassar and G-eorge 5 the failure of an individual • ..
is not alv/ays or necessarily a, defeat. It can be a. 
further step towards the victory of the human soul, as 




Reaction of the Political Approach.
(1)
Rashad Rushdi’s first full-length play "A1 Parasha"
( The Butterfly ), first performed on the sta&e of
Cairo Opera House in February 1959 by the Free Theatre,
was received with acclamation by most critics, not so
much, due to the prominent position and reputation of 
- 2-
its author, who is Head of tin.. English Literature 
Department at Cairo University, but also to its -unques­
tionable merit. The Butterfly as well as Rashad Rushdi*s 
other plays presented at the time a promising, yet 
fruitful, reaction against the then overwhelming politi­
cal drama.
A1 Farasha, the name given to Samiha by her husband 
Ramzi, is the youngest daughter of a Pasha. She conti­
nues to live with her husband, a middle-class writer of 
progressive tendencies, in her father’s villa, v/hich is 
also shared by Samiha* s widowed mother and Nahid , her 
divorced sister. There is also a servant who plays the 
part of an observer in a very curious way- whenever any 
immoral, thing happens of any member of the pasha’s family
(1) A1 Fcarasha _A1-Anglo al -Misriyya 1st ed.1960.
(2) Ra.shnd Rushdi, who now is a.lso editor-in-chief of the 
"Theatre", started his literary career by writing 
one-act plays and short-storics. He got the degree of 
Ph.D. in Leeds University. He also attended a- courseo
in drama at Stratford-upon-Avon.
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the servant addresses the portrait of the pasha over the 
mantelpiece as if in order to inform the audience tha.t 
what is going on is similar and the consequence of what 
was going on during the pasha’s life.
In the first act of the play, the couple is intro­
duced to the audience. He is enthusiastically writing a 
short-story which is supposed to be published in a- news 
-paper the following day, and she a. pampered woman who 
is fully aware of her beauty and charm, is convinced 
that he is wasting his time. She docs not believe in her 
husband’s literary mission, and thinks that he would do 
better if he took a. remunerative post a-s manager of a. 
firm. They arc obviously in love with ea.ch other, but 
it is easy to see that they disagree eat least in one 
vital point , namely in their basic outlook on life.
In spite of her ostensible admiration for her husband, 
she feels restless at home longing for the noisy whirl 
of society to which she was used to before her marriage, 
while he is completely absorbed in his work, and unable 
to satisfy his wife who is preoccupied with her own 
beauty to the care of which she devotes most of her time, 
wanting her husband to notice it. The discussion between 
"the butterfly” and her husband foreshadows a fierce con­
flict between false and valid values. He is unable to 
resist her fa.scina.ting beauty, and yet unwilling to
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sacrifice his own ambitions, and give up his job as a 
writer, and she, believing that he is hunting in the 
wrong direction, is net ready to give up her petty 
ambitions, and leave him in peace to continue his 
litera,ry work.
In the second act, the playwright seizes the oppor 
-tunity of the butterfly’s birthday to make the audience 
more acquainted with the other members of the family 
and its friends. This widens the scope of his portra.it 
and helps to bring many accurate and important details 
within its frame. The butterfly ha.s adopted a peculiar 
method to exercise pressure on her husband ; whenever 
he refuses to gratify any of her whims, she stimulates 
a. hysterical fit, and is supported in that by her mother. 
Finally Ramzi yields to pressure and consents to accept 
the position offered to him in the hope that he will be 
a.ble to continue his literary work.
Two sincere friends of Ramzi are deeply worried 
about the situation in which the talented writer has 
been involved since his marriage. They are Salah, a 
journalist and typical rebel who several times been in
s
prison for political attacks on the then regime, and 
Huda, a cousin of Samiha and university student, who 
lives with the family. They fear that the butterfly will 
ruin him, and try to keep the light of his genius away
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from its fluttering wings.
In the third and final act, the calamity is felt 
more strongly to Salah and Huda. whose reciprocal 
esteem and silent love is brought into light. Ramzi is 
shown in a painful stale of despair. He tries hard to 
write, but a.fter several fruitless attempts he comes to 
the conclusion that he is no longer the writer whom the 
readers admired for years. Yet, he is unable to fit 
into the position chosen for him. Things are moving 
fast towards a clima.x. Believing that her husband is a 
social failure, that his abilities arc insufficient for 
the realization of her ambitions, the butterfly uses 
her beauty, the only weapon she has, to hunt another man, 
the husband of one of her friends. Ramzi is now left 
alone, he ho-s disappointed everybody, even Huda. who 
always has unconditional faith in him i Saleh, who has 
bccomoengaged to Huda, is threatened with prison for an 
inflammatory article he has written. It is expected tha/t 
Ramzi will exert his influence to protect his friend, 
but he tries to escape his responsibility, and when 
Huda succeeds in convincing him it is too late. Finally, 
Ramzi is seen trapped by both worlds. He ha.s exposed and 
discharged a young employee of the firm, the son of a, 
powerful pasha, fGr fraud and dishonesty, and the fa.ther 
has him dismissed from his post. Samiha. demands a. divorce.
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He "is of no use of her", and she is "in love with 
another man".The tra.gedy of "the man who walks on no 
way of his and is brought to nothing" comes to a close 
with Samiha leaving the house, Salah and Huda coming in 
with the hope that their friend may be able to stand on 
his feet once o.gain, but the sound of a bull&t is heard 
announcing that Ramzi is no longer there.
Huda. s She is the killer ... Now he is no more
than a handful of dust 1 
Salah. s Yes. A handful of dust 11 She has put out
the light IS (1)
At this time, the pant of the stage, where Ramzi s 
room is, is in complete darkness, the other part, in 
which Salah and Huda go out on their life’s journey, is
brilliantly lighted.
(2)
Lu'bat al Hubb ( The Game of Love ), performed in 
1962 is another modern tra.gedy of the same kind as the 
"Butterfly". In this play, the tragic situation arises 
from an apparent contradiction between traditions and 
conditions of life, which led in this particular case 
to a lack of equilibrium between physical and emotional 
maturity. As a matter of fact, this defect has ere ated 
many situations in modem Egyptian life, which inevitably




lead to failure and misjudgment. Conditions of life are 
changing rapidly while certain traditions remain un­
changed 5 this causes the contradiction which led a 
decent family to horrible calamity.
However, one must add that, as in life, neither 
the members of the family nor the audience could fore- 
ca.st the calamity before it actually happen : Saws an, 
the teen-age daughter of the family, has grown up in 
modern Egypt. Thus she can go to school and enjoy life, 
but not fa.ll in love or get ma.rried without the consent 
of her family. ’Asam, her older brother who is also the 
guardian of the family, believes blindly in tradition 
and refuses to recognize any emotioned relation between 
his sister and any man before marriage. Although he is 
well-educated and married to a sensible and emotione.lly 
mature young la.dy, Ne.bila, he, like his mother, thinks 
that love is a childish game, unsuitable for good girls. 
Even in his married life, he feels no difference between 
rele.tions ba.sed on love and others resulting in a tempo 
-rary sexual desire. The other member of the family, 
Zaki, the uncle, is a man who has no sense of responsi­
bility, and there is an immoral streak in him.
The play contains also a character which is quite 
new on the Egyptian stage, but is very common in Egypt­
ian life s Huraish the drum-sellcr, a. symbol more than
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a character, for the children's drums of the kind Huraish 
are not enduring toys ; a child gets the drum,
Pi ays with it for a while, breaks it and throws it 
away, forgetting all about it till he hears the drum's 
sound again when he rushes to buy 0. new one. Huraish 
does not appear* on the stage during the three scenes of 
the play, but the sound of his drum is always heard off 
stage to pemctuat© what is considered by the playwright 
as a "game of love". He appears only when the play comes 
to a close, and the sound of his drum is heard even 
alter the final curtain is down. The introduction of 
this figure indicates what the author thinks of certain 
characters of the play. They are children seeking easy 
sensations, which are cheaply found and quickly forgot­
ten. (1)
The game of love takes four different forms in the 
play, thus the plot consists of four parallel episodes.
(1) In his la/test play "Journey Outside the Wall",P.* 
Rushdi uses the same technique with far more com­
plexity. There is a horse which neighs desperately 
all through the events of the play and tries to 
jump over the wall and gain its freedom. This 
neighing horse symbolises the characters of the 
play who feel a.s if they were surrounded with 
invisible walls and wish to get out.
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The first is the love story of Sawsan and Murad, an 
idealistic pure attachment which represents the yet 
unsolved contradiction in the life of the young gene­
ration of Egypt. The second is the sexual relation 
between 1Asam and Lula, a divorced woman who lives in 
the no man’s land between the upper and middle classes. 
The third is the game between Zaki and Nagaf ; the 
former thinks that love, as far as he needs it, can be 
bought as any other commodity. The fourth is the trap 
set by A1 Sisi, a social failure who lives with his 
sister, llagaf, in an annex to the family’s villa. 
Ironically enough, it is ’ Asam’s game which pushes 
Sawsan and the whole family to distraction.
In the first scene of the play, Sawsan informs 
Nabila, of Murad’s intention to marry her. She knows 
that Nabila is the only member of the family who be­
lieves in love, so she wents her to approach her mother 
and brother to prepare the family for the expected 
proposal. When Nabila tolls her that ’Asam will surely 
agree, since he has already learnt from her that Sawsan 
and Murad love each other, Sawsan is horrified :"\7oe 
is me’. What a. misfortune. Then he will never agree M. 
This contains in a nutshell, the outlook of ’Asam 
towards her sister’s love affair. The outlook is the 
same as his mother’s,though there is a generation
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between them. When Nr.bilr, npprociches her spying thrt 
Srwsr.n is"plensed with " Murnd, she receives the 
symptomrtic answer l "We hnve no such girls who nllow 
themselves to fr.ll in love" .(1)
These two statements sum up very r.ptly the preva­
lent trrditionrl rtt itude tov/rrds love r.nd mr.rrir.ge.
It is the story of Qr.is rnd Lrylr. repenting itself r.s 
it hrpponed mrny centuries rgo. The love r ffrir of 
Murrd rnd Srwsm will not be given the opportunity to 
ripen into mr.rrir.ge but will be prevented from continu­
ing.
1 Asrm* s enotionrl immaturity crcrte r. difficult 
s i tur.t ion be t we en him m  d hi s wi f e. He is unr.bl e to 
mrke rn r.ccurr.to r.ssessment of his feelings towr.rds his 
wife, rnd the other women, rnd thinks thrt he- is in love 
with both of them. But she thinks thrt he loves her, 
though his crprcity to feel deep emotions is still 
limited. She wrnts to help him to discover himself rnd 
tells him thrt ftobody c m  blrme him if he is rerlly in 
love with mother womm, r.s love is not r. crime. She 
herself crnnot live with r, mrn she does not love, so 
she does not wrnt him to live with her unless the 




At the same time, the game between Zaki and Nagaf 
is going tov/ards its end. Becoming convinced that Nagaf 
cannot be bought in the ordinary way, Zaki offers to 
marry her, but not because he really wants to make her 
his wife. The ma.rria.ge settlement will be paid and the 
marriage need not last longer than he wants it.
N abila who suspects that ther<~ is some relation­
ship between her husband and Lula., insists that it is 
time for him to be frank with her and himself : "If I 
find out myself, there will be no wa.y back". Lula, too 
wants him to take a decision 5 he cannot love her and 
live with another woman at one and the same time. He 
has to divorce his wife and marry her. Thus she tries 
first to arouse his jealousy through some childish 
pranks, then she plans to disclose to Nabila, the secret 
relationship between 'Asan and herself. When Na.bila. 
surprises her husband kissing Lula in their own garden, 
she decides to leave the house at once.
Sawutfan, who ha.ppens to bo looking out of the 
window, becomes unwillingly the witness of misconduct. 
She always admired her brother about whose character 
she deluded herself, and she is strongly a.ttached to 
Nabila who is the only lovable character in the family. 
Na.bila. is the noble person who has sympathized with 
her own love affair from the start. Deeply shocked by
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the scene, Sawsan runs distraught into the garden. In
tears, she meets A1 Sisi, who has finally found his
chance, and literally carries her to his room and
seduces her. It is difficult to find a. rea.sona,ble
psychological explanation of Sawsan’s fall, though one
must a.gree that the shock she has sustained may have
weakened her resistance. Sawsan has therefore to marry
him in order to avoid disgrace, thus giving that social
climber, who does not shrink from inflicting shame upon
a young girl, an opportunity to get where he wants.
At this stage of the play, "the Game of Love"
appears, as it really is, a. tragedy in modern guise.
The three episodes meet and crystallize the tragic
impression of the whole play s Nabila., who has left
home a.ftcr the discovery of her husband’s unfaithfulness,
returns ostensibly to collect her belongings and in
reality to affirm to the family that " Love is greater
than a mere game". In her discussion with ’Asam’s
%
mother, who does not know yet what has happened, she 
tells her that "Love is something worthy of respect. It 
is clean and decent, and only a clean and decent man 
can know what real love Is."
Na.bila.. ; ... I think all of you are still asleep.
Yes, asleep. But you must wake up.You 
must wake up and open yeur eyes wide.
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Love is not ci game as yon think.... .... 
Mother. s What a disgrace. It is 'As am who is
making you so happy .. The man who is 
setting up your house.
• • • • • •
Nabila. 2 A h^isc like this ought to be pulled
down •
This last sentence has r.n ominous ring 2 it pre­
sages the impending tragedy. Nabila leaves the house, 
and when she slams the entrance door and the bell over 
it, which resembles the bell over the gates of old 
prisons, rings to announce her "departure from darkness 
to light 11. The bell will continue ringing while other 
inhabitants, even Lula., leave the house.
The Game of Love comes to a. close when Zaki, the 
uncle, comes into the garden to ask A1 Sisi when he will 
"deliver the goods" ife. let him marry his sister. A1 
Sisi asks his sister, whom he used to look up like a 
prisoner, to come cut, and at the same time beckons to 
Sawsan to come in. Awfully shocked by A1 Sisivs impudence, 
the mother asks 'Asam to prevent it, but Saws an runs to 
hide herself behind A1 Sisi who defies them by presenting 
the marriage certificate.
While Saws an is tugging a.t the iron bans of the 
window in A1 Sisi's room, the truth slowly da.vns on
(1) See original on page ^56
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’Asam and his mother, that they ore guilty of her mis­
fortune. Zaki and his future wife go out, hut are stop­
ped on their way by Huraish, the symbolic figure, and 
the curtain falls.
The prison in which the older generation lives is 
the prison of tradition, but it has condemned Sawsan, a 
girl of the new generation, to a worse prison, a dis­
graceful life with a man who is her moral inferior and 
whom she does not love.
(312)
’Abdul Rahman esh Sharqawi.
The Revival of Poetical Drama.
’Abdul Rahamitn esh Sharqawifs Masat Jamila (1),
( Tragedy of Jomila ) is the first and perhaps the most
successful attempt to revive Ahmad Shawqi’s poetical
%
drama. The true story of Jamila Bu Haraid, the Algerian
heroine, has acquired an almost legendary significance
in Arab countries. There is, in reality, not one, but
two Jamilas both are authentic Algerian heroines, and
it is not the more but the less tragic figure which he
has chosen as the central character of the pie ;y. Due to
the circumstances surrounding the Algerian waj? of
liberation, contemporary public opinion may even have
confused one Algerian heroine with the other. However,
there wo,s a distinct difference of the actual tragic
- 2-
experience. It may even be said that Hind, whose role 
in the play appears marginal, would have ma.de a more 
convincingly tragic central figure. History ha.s elevated 
one and relegated the other into the background, and 
this situation has been even perpetuated in the play.
The Tragedy of Jamila has hardly any plot, and 
(1) Dar al-Ma’arif 5 1962.
(2 ) The consideration which urged the author to canceal 
the real name of Hind should be appreciated.
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the events on the stage are intended to mirror the 
historical happenings during the war of liberation as 
faithfully as possible, thus it is less a play than a 
documentary. What one secs on the stage of the indivi­
dual experience of Mustafa Bu Harid Jasir and Jamila 
consists of brief and laconic references to what is 
supposed to be general knowledge. The author stresses 
over and over again the fact that his protagonists are 
not heroes but ordinary human beings. What makes them 
appear heroic is the depth of feeling and the greatness 
of the human conflict in which they are caught up.
The gallery of peripheral figures is also composed 
of ordinary Arabs of flesh and blood. The overall 
impression one gains of A1 Sharqawi*s ideology is that 
humanity must rea.ssert itself whatever the cost. It is 
this approach that is most likely to infuse new blood 
in the present-day drama. This is, however, only the 
starting point of a trend which is capable of develop­
ment, to which a great future can be predicted, but 
whose potentialities cannot as yet be assessed.
In the tragedy, which is a. profession of faith in 
the inherited goodness of human nature, the poet be­
lieves even in the good will of the French ; he speaks 
of evils perpetrated in the name of the French nation. 
The lawyer Verger says to the military judges
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prosecuting Jamila : Don’t mix the people’s memories 
of us, with the blood of victims." One can safely 
asauoie that Verger is, in this respect, the voice of 
human conscience, not only the mouthpiece of the poet. 
There are idealist^ not only among the Algerians, and 
not all Frenchmen must be branded as villains.
In spite of the tragic events he portrays, the 
poet is intensely optimistic as is evident in the 
following scene, which is the final scene of the play 
Jasir : In the stream of blood I see the brilliant 
future. If Jasir perishes, many Jasirs will 
arise, and tommorrow millions of Jamilas 
will grow up.
Jamilas Now we are alone as we used to be in the 
old days.
Jasir s That is how we come to know each other. We
are alone again, together under one roof.
Jamila ; We have fought together, end have known ••
( blushing shyly ) and have known it oge
ther and have had to hide it...
Jasir s Say no more ....  Jasir is only one among
millions ; a man who is working for life.
If he dies •• if Jasir dies, thousands of
men will lead the caravan in his place, 
who







of man ...Stop these barbarous tragedies ... 
Stop this pain.
We are of flesh end blood, not idblcc of 
stone.
We are not striving for the heroes crown.
We only want tc> live as others live.
Remember ... Jamila was only a girl like
millions of girls. She had only one dream:
to live as millions of girls live ; to
a
become a wife and/mother of good children 
like herself.
: So was Jasir .. A man like millions who 
loves goodness end justice and wishes to 
live in peace and become a father of good 
children like himself.
( the sound of on explosion is heard ) 
sThese are our companions.
: That is the bold sound that defies every­
thing. ... It is the voice of Algeria which 
will resound forever, and will bring peace 
to our children, 
s It is the sound of the steps leading to the 
future which is dra-wing near.
Hail, my fellows.
Hit out until you rid the world of its
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agony.
( soldiers enter and separate them, 
taking them to their respective 
destinations ).
J amila s Farewell.
Jasir s Farewell.
Jamila : And hail to Man everywhere.
( the soldiers pull Jamila out of the 
dock while they repeat together ) And 
hail my brother, the Man in every place 
and time (*1)
Curtain.
(1) See original on page 557*
(318)
ggggLusiON.
The arrangement of Egyptian dramatic production 
according to playwrights has the great advantage of 
making subsequent classifications relatively easy.
The pla^ dealt with in the preceding chapters can be
grouped together according to the dominant trends of
are
which they/representative. The strongest of the 
trends observable in modern Egyptian drama, as they 
have emerged in the course of this work, is the 
social-purpose drama. It is significant because it 
is most deeply rooted in social, political and econo­
mic strife, which forms the background of contem­
porary life with the problems of which it attempts to 
deal •
Prom the beginning the playwrights were motiva­
ted by the wish to portray the unrest prevailing in 
the life of the country, to protest against the 
glaring contrast between the high and low, rich and 
poor, to help in abolishing mismanagement, ineffi­
ciency, corruption and above all, social injustice.
The spirit of the social-purpose drama is not 
conciliatory or optimistic. Since it is impossible 
to preserve and adapt, it is necessary to destroy in 
order to build up again. The playwrights are aware
(319)
that social corruption is strongly linked with the 
political and economic system in power, and so 
their plays show a strong inclination to political 
and self-criticism. After 1952, this basic trend 
undergoes a modification. The tree has been pruned, 
the rotten branches have been lopped off, but the 
ancient wrongs have not been forgotten. The mood is 
therefore one of " looking back in anger 11. All the 
failures of the past are now ascribed without excep­
tion to the shortcomings of the former regime. As to 
their own part in the sins of the pre-revolutionary 
era, they are inclined to be applogetic. It is 
almost impossible to draw a dividing line between 
the political and the social play, because no play 
dealing with exclusively political matters has ever 
been written.
/
As regards their attitude towards the new regime
playwrights remained at first neutral for a while.
Then, beginning to view the new life with some opti
-mism, as in Tawfiq al-Haklm's Soft Hands. The atti-*
tude prevailing in As-Sultan al Hair can be conceived
# •
as a warning to the new regime not to forsake demo­
cracy.
The conviction prevails that the people must now 
be made to feel masters of their own destinies and
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held responsible for any lack of success. This gives 
rise to a mood of self-criticism and soul-searching, 
this time stronger than ever before, though tinged, 
as in N u’man 1Ashur's fJilat ed Bughrf, with a good 
measure of optimism. If it is borne in mind that the 
political plays originated in the political conditions 
of the past, one can see that the objective of these 
plays has now been fulfilled, and the playwrights 
have turned to other topics. This is observable even 
in the v/ork of the playwrights who took unusual 
interest in the political aspects of the pre-revolu­
tionary era. The development of Sa'ed DT n V/ahba's 
plays gives a good example of this.
There is much less oratorio!, criticism in
post-revolutionary soci a»l-purpose drama than there 
used to be before 1952. The conditions have vastly 
improved - a fact which is incontrovertible - and 
most Egyptian men of letters are Inclined to be less
critical of a system which they sincerely hope will
lead the country to a brighter and happier future.
The problems touched upon in the nineteen - 
sixties - as in Thou who Art Climbing the Tree,The 
Butterfly, The Unwilling G-od , The Hangman and the 
man to be Hanged - deal with the essentially human 
rather than the social and national. The change of
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approach has given rise to another trend, the symbolic 
trend, which is observable in most plays of today.
If one is allowed to predict, the prospect opening 
out before drama is fairly hopeful* For many reasons, 
dramatic literature is now on the right path. Even those 
most engaged in social and political matters now turn 
to symbolism, and the influence of Western drama is 
stronger than ever before. The number of now theatres 
can. hardly keep pace with the plays available, and the 
demand fcr serious plays exceeds the supply.
In the field of social purpose drama, two different 
tendencies are represented by Nu7 man ’Ashur and Bushad 
RushdiE. The former scope is wider than that of the latter 
and his approach is more optimistic ; the problems in 
which he is interested are the outcome of the new society 
and his plays give true pictures of society. Rashad 
Rushdi7s depth is psychological and his approach is 
tra,gic. He deals with problems of great specific weight 
the conflict between the longings and ambitions of man
and his actual possibilities. He is thoroughly pessimis-
(* ,
tic as is easily observable in The Butterfly and the
G-ame of love. His world is a mad one °? in every man’s 
life there is a butterfly that will lead him to perdition. 
Sex predominates as the motive force* In a way, the 
emergence of a symbolic trend is a reaction against the
(322)
political play.
The strong tendency towards social criticism, which 
it was thought would lead in the long run to a forceful 
confrontation of the two social orders, feudalism and 
socialism, proved unable to bring its promises to ful­
filment. Pre-revolutionary social-purpose plays gene­
rally had a villain who was a feudalist, but they dealt 
with him individually, so that the attack was directed 
in equal measure against the individual and against the 
system. This has changed in the post-revolutionary 
eras th^ - playwrights attack the old system exclusively, 
reducing the character ridiculed to a mere papier mache 
type and in some cases this lowered the artistic va.lue 
of the play itself. Many of these plays can hardly be 
shrugged off as mere propaganda. They have deep cultural 
roots in the renaissance in all fields of Egyptian life.
Intelligent audience and critics have shown 
little interest in political plays, thus helping the 
theatre to pass beyond the all consuming political 
struggle. The new trend portrays social and human lif<sl
norQ deeply, sincG drama is- considered a ,! Super­
structure like Truth, Roligibn and Philosopny This 
has resulted in a strong reaction in favour of the 
present-day symbolic and non-realistic drama.
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